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Abstract

Three studies were conducted to investigate how socioemotional functioning 

(depression, social worries, and social anxiety) and peer group processes are 

associated with adolescents’ relational aggression and victimisation, defined as 

behaviours that are intended to damage others’ peer group belonging and 

relationships. Studies 1 and 3 were investigations of aggression and socioemotional 

functioning among 297 10- to 13-years-olds and 335 9- to 15-year-olds, respectively. 

Participants with particular profiles of aggression and victimisation (N = 33) were 

selected from Study 1 to complete a semi-structured interview in Study 2. Drawing 

from these interviews, new measures of aggression/victimisation were developed in 

Study 3. In both Studies 1 and 3, associations between aggression, victimisation and 

socioemotional functioning were expected to be mediated via perception of peer 

relationships, and associations were expected to be stronger for girls than boys.

Furthermore, in Study 3, dominance and affiliation motivations, peer acceptance and 

rejection, social prominence (a composite of popularity, leadership, and being well-

known, influential and admired), and unpopularity were expected to explain 

aggression and victimisation. 

Results of Studies 1 and 3 showed that aggression and victimisation are 

associated with more depressive symptoms, and more intermittently associated with 

social worries and anxiety symptoms. Using new items developed in Study 3, two 

subtypes of relational victimisation were found, with ‘isolated’ victimisation loading 

on one factor and ‘connected’ victimisation loading on a second factor. The ability to 

examine these two victimisation subtypes revealed that peer-reported aggression and 

connected victimisation are more strongly correlated than aggression and isolated 

victimisation, and these associations were stronger among girls than boys.
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When participants’ negative perceptions of their peer relationships were 

examined as mediators of associations, findings were mixed for the association of 

aggression with socioemotional outcomes. Perceptions of peers, especially of peer 

group exclusion and distrust, did mediate associations between aggression and 

depressive symptoms in Study 1, but this was not found in Study 3 when only 

perception of exclusion and distrust was measured. Findings of mediation were 

clearer for associations between victimisation and the outcomes of social worries and 

anxiety symptoms. Perception of peers played mediational roles in Study 1 when 

victimisation and social worries were examined and, in Study 3, similar findings 

emerged for both forms of victimisation and social anxiety symptoms.

Most frequently, no gender differences in relational aggression or 

victimisation were found, but some marginal differences did emerge when extreme 

groups were examined, with girls higher in peer-reported aggression than boys. In 

addition, boys seem to self-report more aggression than girls. Although few 

instances of gender moderation were found, peer-reported victimisation is more 

strongly linked with girls’ than boys’ depressive and anxiety symptoms. Yet, 

aggression and victimisation usually have similar negative implications for the 

socioemotional functioning of girls and boys.

Finally, in Study 2, boys and girls were interviewed about relationally 

aggressive behaviours and their perceived motivations for behaviours, and in Study 3 

the roles of social motivations and peer status in aggression and victimisation were 

examined. Boys and girls describe relational aggression as driven by peer group 

dynamics, aggressors; emotions, and victim characteristics. Although there are few 

gender differences in these descriptions, adolescents do sometimes identify ways that 

boys carry out relational aggression that are different for girls, and some differences 

in how peer factors are associated with aggression. Finally, in Study 3, regression 
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models showed that those who are more aggressive and report more victimisation are 

less accepted (liked) by their peers. Also, those who are aggressors and those higher 

in connected victimisation are seen as more socially prominent, but those higher in 

isolated victimisation are nominated as lower in social prominence and are more 

rejected and unpopular. With regards to motivations, those who self-report more 

aggression have more dominance motivations, as do those who are higher in isolated 

victimisation. Adolescents higher in connected victimisation report less affiliation 

motivation, as do those who were higher in isolated victimisation. 

Future research is needed to extend on this investigation of the peer group 

factors and social motivations associated with relational aggression, to capture the 

day-to-day experiences of relational aggression, and to focus on dyadic and social 

networks of aggressors and victims. Implications for theory, research and practice 

are discussed, including the importance of school-based interventions for addressing 

relational aggression.
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Relational Aggression and Victimisation: Perspectives of Boys and Girls, and 

Associations with Depression and Anxiety

CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Children’s and adolescents’ social worlds have been the focus of extensive 

developmental research in recent decades (e.g. Cicchetti & Bukowski, 1995; Erwin, 

1993; Hartup, 1989; Parker & Asher, 1993; Townsend, 1992). Overall, this research has 

demonstrated that positive relationships with others about the same age (peers) become 

increasingly important for multiple aspects of development and functioning as children 

approach puberty and move into adolescence. Furthermore, preadolescence and early 

adolescence (usually defined as about ages 8 to 14) are times when children are gaining 

increasing independence from their parents, and increasingly turning to peers for a sense 

of self and life meaning (Cole, 1991; Zimmer-Gembeck & Collins, 2003). 

The peer environment has been shown to shape mental and emotional health in 

children and adolescents (Cole, Peeke, Martin, Truglio, & Seroczynski, 1998; Elgar & 

Arlett, 2002). Problems with interpersonal interactions, such as being victimised or 

rejected, can lead to adjustment difficulties (Baumeister & Tice, 1990; C. Lopez & 

DuBois, 2005; Murray-Close, Ostrov, & Crick, 2007; Newman, Holden, & Delville, 

2005; Zimmer-Gembeck, Hunter, & Pronk, 2007). Some of these associations may be 

mediated by a lack of belongingness and feelings of exclusion (Bagwell, Schmidt, 

Newcomb, & Bukowski, 2001). Being excluded from the peer group can be a stressful 

life experience, and exclusion and rejection are unfortunate occurrences that some 

children and adolescents face on a day-to-day basis. The outcomes can be especially 

negative if one is victimised or is rejected, and places great importance upon peer 
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relationships (Bierman, 2004). Conversely, experiencing positive peer relationships may 

promote positive developmental outcomes (Sandstrom & Cillessen, 2003). 

The current research program focused on a particular form of peer interaction that 

can be stressful - relational aggression. Relational aggression has been defined as 

behaviours that are intended to manipulate relationships in order to hurt a particular 

individual, usually in a social setting (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). There are subgroups of 

children and adolescents found to be relationally aggressive, victimised or both 

(Pellegrini, Bartini, & Brooks, 1999; Unnever, 2005). Evidence suggests relationally 

aggressive behaviour and victimisation depletes children and adolescents’ mental health 

and other aspects of their socioemotional functioning (e.g. Crick, Ostrov, & Werner, 

2006; Prinstein, Cheah, & Guyer, 2005; Roland, 2002).

These stressful peer interactions were examined in three studies with participants 

in preadolescence to mid-adolescence (i.e. about ages 9-to-15 years). In the current 

research, participants were referred to as early adolescents. However, past research is 

reviewed that encompasses both childhood and adolescent stages of development. The 

term ‘socioemotional functioning’ is used to refer to a collection of indicators including 

adolescents’ depressive symptoms and social worries/anxiety symptoms. The current 

research is comprised of several aims, and is outlined in the following paragraphs.

The first study aim was to examine the associations of socioemotional functioning 

with relational aggression and victimisation during early adolescence, while also 

investigating factors that mediate and/or moderate these associations. The factors 

expected to mediate associations were peer-relevant cognitions. In particular, relational 

aggression and relational victimisation were each expected to have negative 

implications for socioemotional functioning via their impact on peer-relevant 

cognitions. The factor expected to moderate associations was gender. Stronger 
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associations between socioemotional functioning, and both relational aggression and 

victimisation, were expected to be found among girls as compared to boys.

A second aim was to develop a better understanding of the forms and functions of 

relational aggression among both girls and boys, and to use this information to consider 

the measurement of relational aggression and victimisation. This was done via 

interviews with selected boys and girls who showed patterns of low, high or moderate 

relational aggression and/or victimisation. In addition to their usefulness for 

summarising participants’ reports of relationally aggressive acts and perceived reasons 

for aggression, new measurement items were developed based on these interviews and 

were implemented in a final study to gather self-report and peer-reports of relational 

aggression and victimisation. This final study also was conducted with the aim of 

replicating and extending findings of associations between socioemotional functioning, 

relational aggression and relational victimisation. Mediators and moderators also were 

re-examined.

In summary, the research programme consisted of three studies. Study 1 was an 

investigation of relational aggression and depressive symptoms as mediated via 

children’s perception of their peer relationships and moderated by children’s gender.

Participants who were identified in Study 1 as high, low or moderate in aggression 

and/or victimisation were selected for Study 2. Approaches to gather adolescents’ 

examples and explanations of relational aggression were then utilised to enhance 

existing measures of relational aggression and victimisation. The development of self-

report and peer-report measures of relational aggression/victimisation took place in 

Study 2. In addition, associations of socioemotional functioning with relational 

aggression and victimisation were tested in Study 2. Potential mediating and moderating 

factors were included, such as aspects of adolescents’ peer-relevant cognitions and 

gender. Furthermore, social-motivational variables were assessed for their independent 
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prediction of relational aggression and victimisation. These included motivations of 

affiliation and dominance, social prominence, peer acceptance, peer rejection and 

unpopularity. 

To provide background for the current research programme, four major areas of 

research are described in the following chapters. The purpose of chapter 2 is to define 

the term ‘relational aggression’ and to provide an overview of what is known about 

children and adolescents’ relational aggression with their peers. The forms of 

relationally aggressive behaviour, roles and psychosocial outcomes for the victim and 

the aggressor will be summarised. The question of what motivates individuals to engage 

in relational aggression, and individuals’ goals when using these behaviours, will also 

be addressed. In chapter 3, theories of interpersonal relationships and the peer group’s 

importance for adolescents’ socioemotional functioning are summarised. Chapter 4 

provides a summary of the empirical research on gender and age differences in 

relational processes and relationally aggressive behaviours. In chapter 5, assessment and 

methodological considerations are presented for the measurement of relational 

aggression and peer relationships. Following these chapters, chapter 6 provides a 

summary and overview of the three studies conducted as part of this research 

programme. These three studies are then presented in chapters 7, 8 and 9. This is 

followed by a final chapter (chapter 10) integrating the findings and proposing future 

directions for theory and research.
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CHAPTER 2

Relationally Aggressive Behaviour in Children and Adolescents

Aggression is a complex and multifaceted behaviour with a long history in 

psychology theory and research. In the psychological literature, it has been suggested 

that over 250 definitions for aggression exist (Harre & Lamb, 1983). Generally, to refer 

to behaviour as aggression, two criteria should be met. First, the victim must perceive

the behaviour as negative in valence. Second, aggression must be intended to hurt the 

victim physically or psychologically (Unnever, 2005). Past research has identified 

multiple forms of aggression that meet these criteria. These forms are frequently 

labelled as physical, verbal and relational aggression (e.g. Bjorkqvist, 1994; Buntaine & 

Costenbader, 1997; Crick, 1996; Lagerspetz, Bjorkquivist, & Peltonen, 1988; Little, 

Jones, Henrich, & Hawley, 2003). Although the labels physical, verbal and relational 

aggression are often used to differentiate forms of aggression, researchers have not 

always used these terms and provide many different definitions of these types of 

aggression. Nevertheless, the labels of physical, verbal and relational aggression are 

commonly used and are useful for differentiating very different types of aggressive 

behaviour.

Research on relational aggression has accumulated rapidly in the last decade. Yet, 

relational aggression remains one of the least understood forms of aggression. 

Relational aggression has been defined as any behaviour that intends to manipulate 

relationships in order to hurt a particular individual, usually in a social setting (Crick & 

Grotpeter, 1995). A range of negative behaviours have been included within the 

definition of relational aggression or related forms of aggression (see below), including 

spreading rumours, gossip, lies, telling secrets, exclusion from an activity or group, 

expression of dislike and 'the silent treatment'. Manipulating the relationship is the 

aggressive tactic of choice and is achieved via verbal, direct or indirect aggressive 
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behaviours (Linder, Crick, & Collins, 2002; Rys & Bear, 1997; Tapper & Boulton, 

2004). 

Definitions of Relational Aggression

Many terms have been used in the past to refer to a set of aggressive behaviours 

that can damage peer group belonging and relationships. These terms have included 

social aggression (e.g. Galen & Underwood, 1997; Snyder & Patterson, 1995), indirect 

aggression (e.g. Lagerspetz et al., 1988; Owens, Shute, & Slee, 2000b; Tapper &

Boulton, 2004), covert aggression (e.g. Putallaz, Kupersmidt, Coie, McKnight, & 

Grimes, 2004; Simmons, 2002), and more gender-specific, girl aggression (e.g. Brown, 

2003; Pepler & Madsen, 2005; Simmons, 2002). These terms have been defined in 

differing ways, yet are not mutually exclusive. Overall, these terms indicate aggression 

that is non-physical, often covert, and always having a focus on harming and 

manipulating social/interpersonal relationships (Underwood, Galen, & Paquette, 2001). 

Social aggression has been defined as behaviours that have the aim of 

manipulating another’s peer group acceptance through acts of alienation, ostracism or 

‘character defamation’ (Cairns, Cairns, Neckerman, Ferguson, & Gariepy, 1989). In 

addition, Galen and Underwood (1997) recognised social aggression to encompass 

direct forms (through verbal interactions, facial expressions or body language) and 

indirect forms (such as rumours or exclusion). According to Galen and Underwood, 

social aggression has the goal of damaging another’s self-esteem via their social status. 

Indirect/covert aggression has been defined as any “behaviour that is directed at a 

child other than the victim, and the victim is not within hearing distance” (Tapper & 

Boulton, 2004, p. 142). Furthermore, this definition encompasses indirect verbal 

statements, expressions of dislike, and exclusionary or ignoring behaviours. In other 

research, indirect aggression has also been considered to encompass behaviours such as 

spreading false stories about others (Owens, Slee, & Shute, 2000). Overall, indirect 
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aggression is considered more covert, often remaining undetected by teachers and the 

general peer group (Bjorkqvist, 1994; Lagerspetz et al., 1988) or being considered to be 

an underground, hidden culture of aggression (Simmons, 2002). 

The label of girl aggression has been used to indicate the increasing tendency to 

recognise social, relational and indirect forms of aggression as more common among 

girls than boys. This term is indicative of the population that is likely to exhibit such 

aggression (Pepler & Madsen, 2005; Simmons, 2002). This term also encompasses the 

methods that girls use to respond to peer relationship difficulties (Bowie, 2007; Frith, 

2004), as well as their reduced tendencies to engage in physical forms of aggression, 

when compared to boys (Murray-Close et al., 2007). Because of this, many studies of 

relational, social or indirect aggression have included samples of girls only (e.g. D. H. 

Currie, Kelly, & Pomerantz, 2007; Field, Crothers, & Kolbert, 2006; Owens, Shute et 

al., 2000b). Yet, there is still mixed evidence that such aggression only or mostly occurs 

in girls (Rys & Bear, 1997; Tomada & Schneider, 1997) and it may be dependent on the 

age of the sample, such as early childhood compared to adolescence (Henington, 

Hughes, Cavell, & Thompson, 1998). Overall, additional research is needed to examine 

whether the many forms of this type of aggression may be similar or differ for girls 

compared to boys. The evidence for and against gender differences in relational 

aggression will be summarised in more detail in later sections.

Thus, it can be seen that non-physical forms of aggression that harm others 

socially are multi-faceted. Relational aggression can be considered to encompass a 

variety of behaviours. Relational aggression can be used to manipulate relations in the 

broader peer group setting, or in smaller friendship group configurations, and can be 

achieved through a variety of ways, such as directly, indirectly, verbally and/or 

nonverbally. This was illustrated in a behavioural analysis of fourth grade girls’ 

relational aggression (average age of 10) (Putallaz et al., 2004). In this study, relational 
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aggression was predominantly enacted indirectly (33% of all aggressive acts). The rate 

of direct aggressive acts was significantly less (only 4%) than the rate of indirect 

aggressive acts. Indirect acts of relational aggression could also be delivered overtly (in 

the presence of the victim, but referred to in third party terms such as “If only a certain 

someone wouldn’t hang around us anymore”), as well as covertly (i.e. in the victim’s 

absence). Direct acts of relational aggression were defined as exclusion attempts and 

relational threats directly aimed toward the victim (such as “You are not in our club” 

p.118). The major underpinning across all acts of relational aggression was the focus on 

the manipulation of relationships, group membership, belonging or status. As girls were 

only examined, it could be questioned whether boys would show the same patterns of 

indirect aggression. For example, given the predominance of physical and other direct 

forms of aggression among boys (e.g. Bjorkqvist, 1994; Crick, 1996; McNeilly-Choque, 

Hart, Robinson, Nelson, & Olsen, 1996), they may behave more directly when 

relationally aggressive compared to girls. 

Specific relationally aggressive behaviours. It is also important to understand the 

many types or forms of behaviour that have been included in studies of relational 

aggression. Some of the behaviours, such as gossip and nonverbal behaviours, have a 

variety of forms and functions, some of which fit the definition of aggression better than 

others.

Gossip has sometimes been included in the definition of relational forms of 

aggression (e.g. see Crick, 1995). Yet, capturing when gossip meets the definition of 

aggression can be difficult. While it can be a normal part of social interaction, gossip 

can also have the potential to be indirect and verbally aggressive. Gossip was defined by 

Eder and Enke as “evaluative talk about a person who is not present” (1991, p. 494) and 

can include rumours, slander, or the exchange of information concerning others. Westen 

(1996) distinguishes between rumours from gossip, where rumours are often perceived 
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as a “dangerous weapon, one that can ruin reputations [and] poison relationships” 

(Westen, p.46). Gossip, according to Kuttler, Parker and La Greca (2002), does not 

always involve negative intentions towards others. Gossip can have references to 

“personal qualities, behaviours and affairs of others” (p.105) that can be either admiring 

or critical of others. The common aspect to all forms of gossip is that the target(s) of 

discussion are absent, thus having a “behind the back” quality that can often appear 

aggressive, but non-confrontational at the same time (Kuttler et al., 2002). 

More recently gossip has been studied as a part of cyber-bullying, where 

conversation exchange has evolved with recent technological advances (Chamberlin, 

2006). Internet chat rooms and websites such as Myspace and Facebook have emerged 

in the last 5 years in particular, with children and adolescents becoming more 

‘technologically savvy’. Cyber-bullying still remains an under-researched area. Another 

alternate form of technological bullying is ostracism and harassment via mobile phone 

text messaging (A. Smith & Williams, 2004). This is becoming more prevalent with 

increasing numbers of children and early adolescents having their own mobile phones. 

For example, in a study conducted by Davie, Panting and Charlton (2004), it was found 

that 45% of 10-11 year olds from England possessed mobile phones. While Leena, 

Tomi and Arja (2005) found from a sample of 14-16 year olds from Finland, that 89% 

used mobile phones on a frequent basis for their socialising. With these recent 

technological changes, it does indicate that the methods of relational aggression used 

may be changing, suggesting that future research and measures need to take this into 

account. 

Along with the negative aspects of gossiping, gossip may also promote 

relationships by enhancing bonds and friendship boundaries (Kuttler et al., 2002).

Gossip appears to have developmental functions, where it can promote the development 

of social skills and cognitive growth in children and adolescents. For example, Eder and 
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Enke (1991) observed that early adolescents’ gossip serves functions such as promoting 

group solidarity, clarifying group norms and solving interpersonal problems. Age can 

also play a role in the structure of gossip, where it is more likely to hold negative 

evaluations of others in the earlier childhood years (such as talking about something 

embarrassing that occurred), whereas by adolescence it can begin to also include 

positive evaluations of others (as evidenced in Putallaz et al., 2004). Thus, when 

considering broader definitions of aggression (such as that by Harre & Lamb, 1983), the 

intentions underlying the gossiping behaviour, and how the target perceives it, can 

determine whether it is a relationally aggressive behaviour. Taking this into account, the 

negative intentions of gossip are an important aspect to incorporate into research on 

relational aggression.

Nonverbal behaviours. Some types of nonverbal behaviours also have been 

considered a form of relational, indirect or social aggression in some research. 

Nonverbal expressions of indirect aggression were examined by Shute, Owens and Slee 

(2002). Nonverbal behaviours such as gestures, facial expression, appearance, 

proximity/orientation to others, and looking were all found to signal intentions of 

indirect aggression. Through focus groups of 15-16 year old girls, it was established that 

these behaviours have the ability to convey powerful emotions and attitudes within a 

social situation. Girls were found to perceive a variety of nonverbal behaviours to serve 

the purpose of harming friendship or group processes. This included categories of 

behaviours such as looks (e.g., ‘staring daggers’), gestures (e.g., negative hand motions 

with hands), sarcasm (e.g., tone of voice), and exclusionary behaviour (e.g., ignoring, 

turning of back). Social forms of aggression, according to Galen and Underwood 

(1997), should not be defined according to the way it is expressed. Rather, the functions

the behaviour serves for the aggressor and the peer group, and the underlying intentions, 

should be of more focus. 
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After evaluation of the studies of relational, social and indirect aggression, the 

term relational aggression and existing measures of relational aggression and 

victimisation (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995) were used as foundations for the current 

studies. Relational aggression has been used to refer to indirect aggressive behaviours 

that occur within children’s, adolescents’ and adults’ peer groups, such as gossiping, 

spreading of rumours, excluding others, silent treatment, and backstabbing. In the 

current studies, more direct behaviours were also of interest, such as direct exclusion 

and verbal relational threats (based on Putallaz et al., 2004). Some research has focused 

upon girls and/or has explicitly referred to these behaviours as ‘girl aggression’. 

However, one aim of the current studies was to include both girls and boys in order to 

examine gender differences in a range of behaviours and the reasons that both boys and 

girls identify for the use of these behaviours within the peer group.

Relationally aggressive behaviours can be indirect, verbal or nonverbal, and the 

methods may be changing with technological advancements. Because of this, another 

aim of the current research programme was to develop and pilot new questionnaire 

items to assess a range of relationally aggressive behaviours that might occur among 

both boys and girls, including those that have developed with new technologies. 

According to Underwood et al. (2001), researchers need to determine the sub-types of 

aggression that are most prominent in children and adolescents’ everyday experiences. 

In line with these recommendations, a qualitative study also was conducted (Study 2) to 

elicit accounts of relational aggression experiences (both victimisation and aggression). 

Relational Aggression, Peer Relationships and Mental Health 

An important question to pose in relational aggression research is ‘what social 

contextual features and individual characteristics drive relational aggression?’ Some 

perspectives suggest that psychological disturbances underlie aggressive behaviour 

(Murray-Close et al., 2007), whereas others suggest that relational aggression may also 
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be linked to some positive social characteristics (Bierman, 1986; Hawley, Little, & 

Card, 2007). For example, according to Geiger et al. (2004), relationally aggressive 

behaviour is fairly typical when at low-to-moderate levels, where “at some point, most 

people have gossiped, ignored, or intentionally excluded someone” (p.31). It is when 

these behaviours are extreme or targeted, that they can become pathological and linked 

to problems, such as depressive symptoms or withdrawal from the peer group (Crick & 

Grotpeter, 1995; Henington et al., 1998). The mixed profiles and motives of relational 

aggressors were noted by Fanning (2002), “some bullies act out of revenge, others strike 

in a quest for status…others lack self-confidence and attempt to gain power by putting 

others down” (p.27). According to one girl interviewed by Fanning, “some girls feel 

better about themselves if they pick on someone else…if a girl can point out 

weaknesses in another girl, she might think people won’t notice her own faults” (p.27). 

Together, the evidence suggests that adolescents who are relationally aggressive may 

have more than one profile, and these profiles may show differences in socioemotional 

functioning, peer group acceptances, social cognitions, and also according to whether 

they are also victimised by peers. 

Although there may be different profiles of relational aggressors, there is evidence 

that perpetrators of aggression are at risk of increasingly negative peer interactions. 

Pepler, Craig, Yuile, and Connolly (2005) examined the peer group difficulties 

associated with social bullying behaviours, including behaviours that have been referred 

to as relational aggression. Those who were bullies (i.e. using power in their 

relationships) were more likely to be rejected or neglected by their peers (47% in girls 

and 53% in boys) and less likely to be popular (only 19% popularity in girls and 21% in 

boys) compared to other students. The quality of peer relationships was also examined 

in early and middle adolescents. Within these age groups, it was found that both girls 

and boys who bullied reported less trust, more feelings of alienation and less 
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commitment to their friendships than other students. Although it is still unclear whether 

bullying leads to less trust and more alienation or the converse, it appears that girls and 

boys are at risk for a range of negative perceptions of peer relationship and unstable 

friendships when they bully others (e.g. Hughes, Cavell, & Prasad-Gaur, 2001; Olthof 

& Goossens, 2007; Tomada & Schneider, 1997). Even though few gender differences 

were found, there were some indications that girls who bullied were more at risk for 

maladjustment, and this might be explained by the greater importance they place on 

peer relationships (Pepler et al., 2005; Rose & Rudolph, 2006). 

Other investigators have also found more psychological maladjustment among 

aggressors. Henington et al. (1998), found that relationally aggressive girls are more 

shy, withdrawn or depressed, however may not always exhibit these characteristics 

overtly. Crick and Grotpeter (1995) suggested predictable friendship patterns to exist 

for relationally aggressive children in their studies of third-through-sixth graders. These 

can involve high levels of exclusivity and jealousy, and this can impact upon a child’s 

psychosocial adjustment. Those who were categorised as relationally aggressive were 

found to be at a higher risk for serious adjustment difficulties (such as being more 

rejected by peers, as well as higher in loneliness, depression and isolation). In a similar 

younger childhood sample, McNeilly-Choque, et al. (1996) found those who were 

relational aggressors were at greater risk of social-psychological adjustment problems 

indicated by peer rejection, perceived loneliness and depressive symptoms. 

Most recently, arguments have begun to emerge in the psychopathology literature 

concerning relational aggression and its relevance to upcoming DSM-V nosology. This 

supports the last decade of relational aggression literature where psychological 

maladjustment perspectives have been emerging. A recent study conducted by Keenan, 

Coyne and Lahey (2008) questioned the extent to which relational aggression overlaps 

with the disruptive disorders of oppositional defiant disorder (ODD) and conduct 
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disorder (CD). The possibility of this link still remains questionable, given the fact that 

relational aggression can be highly covert and indirect, while these disorders are more 

centred on more overt behaviours. At most, this could account for a sub-sample of 

relational aggressors who may be more direct in their behaviours. From their sample of 

9-to-17 year olds, Keenan et al. (2008) found that self-reports of relational aggression 

were most overlapping with ODD and/or CD, compared to care-giver reports. Those 

who were diagnosed as ODD were 8.5 times more likely to be significantly high in 

relational aggression (i.e. 1 standard deviation above the mean), and those who were 

diagnosed as CD were 7 times more likely to be high in relational aggression. Using the 

Child and Adolescent Psychopathology Scale (CAPS), only 1% of the variance in

functional impairment was explained by relational aggression. This led the authors to 

conclude that relational aggression does have links with impairment and other 

concurrent behavioural problems, however much more research is required before the 

inclusion of relational aggression in diagnostic nosology. 

Similarly, Werner and Crick (1999) found in a college sample (mean age of 19.5 

years) that relational aggression (in both males and females) was linked with borderline 

personality traits and reduced satisfaction in interpersonal relationships. More 

specifically, these aggressors were known by their peers to have anger management 

difficulties, having “stormy” interpersonal relationships, and having higher levels of 

impulsive self-destructive behaviours (including bulimic behaviours in females). 

Relational aggressors were also significantly more likely to have antisocial personality 

features (which appear similar to ODD and CD features outlined by Keenan et al., 

2008). It is a well-known finding in psychopathology literature the hierarchical tiering 

of ODD and CD, often being linked with antisocial behavioural traits into early 

adulthood without prior effective intervention. It can be concluded from such findings 

that relational aggression may potentially set a path for future externalising behaviour 
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problems and/or significant difficulties within interpersonal relationships. The clinical 

nature of relational aggression still requires future research attention. Currently, the 

psychological maladjustment perspective does indicate that either adjustment can be 

largely compromised by relationally aggressive tendencies and/or relational aggression 

could emerge from other clinical difficulties. As stated in Werner and Crick, relational 

aggression is important for understanding adjustment problems in childhood and 

adolescence, as well as into the adulthood years. 

Relational Aggression, Popularity, and Social Dominance

In some perspectives, relationally aggressive behaviours have been described as 

associated with social skills or other competencies (Geiger et al., 2004). Some literature 

suggests the relational aggressor may be more dominant and socially skilled than many 

others. Wiseman (2002) refers to the relationally aggressor as the one whose popularity 

is based on fear and control over others. A girl in this position “reigns supreme over the 

other girls and weakens their friendship with others, thereby strengthening her own 

power and influence” (Wiseman, p.25), possessing the skills of being affectionate and 

charming at the same time as being socially manipulative. Often it seems the 

relationally aggressive female also possesses other positive characteristics such as good 

looks and fashionable (Eder, 1985). It seems a great degree of skill is involved in this 

process, and she is often unable to recognise the cruelty of her actions, or to take 

responsibility when she hurts someone’s feelings. 

Empirical evidence further supports Wiseman’s (2002) argument. Sub-groups of 

popular children have been found to exhibit relational aggression, being perceived by 

peers as possessing positive social attributes. Social constructions of popularity were 

examined in a sample of 9-to-13 year old preadolescents by Lease, Kennedy and 

Axelrod (2002). By utilising three different indicators of social standing (i.e. perceived 

popularity, sociometric popularity, and social dominance), it was found that there were 
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profiles of children perceived by peers as being popular. Across genders, children who 

were perceived to be popular, but were not well liked/accepted, were identified as being 

higher in relational/indirect aggression. This discrepancy between acceptance and 

popularity might be attributed to relationally aggressive behaviours. This link has been 

supported by Hawley, Little and Card (2007) where a combination of relational 

aggression and prosocial strategies (which they refer to as ‘bistrategic control’) was 

found to yield positive benefits for the aggressor, as well as positive outcomes for their 

nominated friendships. This was also found to facilitate peer group ‘hierarchy 

ascension’ (i.e. climbing of the social ladder). In support, indirect aggression has been 

found to be positively correlated with social intelligence, showing the skill that 

accompanies social manipulations (Bjorkqvist, 1994). 

When taken together, the findings described in the last two sections suggest that 

relational aggression can be a complex social skill that some individuals successfully 

rely upon to achieve their social goals. Thus, some popular and socially dominant 

adolescents will use relational aggression to their advantage, and they are less likely to 

show socioemotional problems and to have negative perceptions of their relationships 

with their peers. However, it is unclear whether adolescents who are aggressive, popular 

and dominant will be less liked by their peers than adolescents who are not high in 

relational aggression (Hawley, 2003; Tomada & Schneider, 1997). Alternatively, 

relational aggression may also be used by adolescents who are less popular and it may 

be this group that has both peer-related and socioemotional problems. In this case, it can 

be hypothesised that such a combination may be associated with greater rejection from 

peers. Rejection from peers has been linked with depressive symptoms by past research, 

and will be discussed in more detail in the coming sections. One purpose of the current 

research programme was to examine these hypotheses.
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The Victim of Relational Aggression

Who are the victims? Several conceptualisations of the relational victim have been 

proposed. Within Wiseman’s (2002) social hierarchy of girls, the victim of relational 

aggression is referred to as the ‘target.’ The victim can be targeted for reasons such as 

style of dress or possession of other characteristics outside the peer group norms

(Coleman & Byrd, 2003). The target often feels helpless and isolated (Graham & 

Juvonen, 1998; Newman et al., 2005). A similar concept was proposed by Pipher 

(1996), where a victim experiencing being shunned, teased, bullied or harassed was 

referred to as a scapegoat, such as the character of ‘Elaine’ in Cat’s Eye (Attwood, 

1988). Confusion around relational aggression in friendships seems to be one common 

element for victim experiences (Baldry & Winkel, 2003). In recent piece of research by 

Turkel, it was noted  “with this fusion of meanness and friendship, girls may see 

meanness as an element of friendship, losing their ability to defend themselves from 

abuse” (2007, p. 254). Research further supports these conceptualisations of relational 

victims, and is outlined below.

Research has been conducted to examine the reasons why particular children and 

adolescents may be victimised. One landmark study was Owens, Shute et al (2000a), 

who gathered explanations for victimisation by peers from Australian adolescent girls 

(aged 15 to 16 years) and their teachers. Reasoning was found to fall into two 

categories: (1) placing the fault with the victim, e.g., “They usually do something to 

bring it on themselves”, such as having a lack of social skills, poor conflict resolution 

abilities or being annoying; and (2) social situations that make a child/adolescent more 

vulnerable to being a victim, e.g., “You’ve gotta have good friends”, including aspects 

such as having few/no friends, being unassertive or being different from the general 

peer group (e.g., nerdy). Other research supports some of these descriptions of victims 

of relational aggression. For example, in study of late childhood examining the 
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interaction of popularity and relational aggression, Rose et al. (2004) indicated that for 

the victim, “being aggressed against by a respected, high-status peer may have an 

especially negative impact on an individual’s sense of self-worth and feelings of 

inclusion” (p.386). It seems that girls who are lower in status are more likely to be 

victimised and they may place importance on how the more popular girls view them 

(Eder, 1985), with many having a need to strive for acceptance and positive regard from 

more influential peers. Additionally, Rose et al. suggested that because higher status 

children are more influential within the peer group, the person being targeted might 

become the target for more victimisation by other peers. This can explain the stigma 

that becomes attached to victims. 

In support of the abovementioned research by Owens, Shute et al (2000a), other 

researchers have also suggested victims of relational aggression to have deficits in 

social skills (e.g. Bryant, 1992; Hodges, Malone, & Perry, 1997; Kochenderfer-Ladd, 

2003). According to this perspective, it is suggested that victims are ‘doing something 

wrong’ to draw social cruelty from others, or that they lack appropriate self-assertion 

abilities. However, Simmons (2002) notes that being a victim of relational aggression 

can be easily mistaken for a social skills problem. Having this blaming tendency can 

almost excuse the problem of peer group aggression and could even be considered 

victimisation in itself. It is also possible that victims may have positive social/personal 

characteristics that draw attention from peers and may provoke feelings of jealousy

(Culotta & Goldstein, 2008; Owens, Slee et al., 2000). Aggression enacted in this case, 

may represent attempts to ‘bring down’ a peer’s status. Thus, this mixed view of victim 

profiles needs to be more recognised. Thus, the current research aimed to better 

determine the characteristics associated with relational victims.

Socioemotional functioning of victims. As would be expected, victims of relational 

aggression have been found to have deficits in peer relationships and to have more 



Relational Aggression 19

mental health problems when compared to children or adolescents who are not 

victimised (Cullerton-Sen & Crick, 2005). Grotpeter, Geiger, Nukulkij and Crick  

(2001, cited by Linder et al., 2002) reported that relationally victimised children have 

friendships of lower quality, and are less satisfied with their friendships, when 

compared to children who are not victimised. Being a victim of relational aggression is 

emotionally distressing. Crick and Grotpeter (1995) found that victims of relational 

aggression were more depressed, had heightened symptoms of anxiety (social avoidance 

behaviours) and had higher feelings of loneliness. An interesting finding by Paquette 

and Underwood (1999) indicated little difference in the occurrence of victimisation 

according to gender, although girls were found to report more distress from relational 

aggression than boys (similar to findings of Crick, 1995). It appears that boys may not 

suffer such negative effects as compared to girls when relationally victimised, and can 

justify why more literature has focused on relational aggression in girls (Underwood, 

2003). However, this is still not certain due to the limited research to date. 

Another focus of research utilised a sample of incarcerated girls (ages 13-19 

years) and it was found that those who had previously experienced higher relational 

victimisation were more likely to present with borderline personality features (Burnette, 

2006). Burnette found that these features were linked with significantly greater with 

experiences of victimisation, as opposed to relational aggression perpetration. This adds

to past research conducted by Werner and Crick (1999), where borderline traits in 

adulthood were linked with past relational aggression experiences. It could be expected 

that some forms of victimisation may make females more vulnerable to the 

development of borderline traits, where they have difficulties trusting peers and not 

knowing what to expect from one day to the next. This could set one up to have a ‘push-

pull’ relationship style. This is one factor known to the development of maladaptive 
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relationship patterns. Relationship dynamics such as these were examined in the current 

research for relational aggressors and victims. 

Awareness for the seriousness of relational victimisation has markedly increased. 

Based on their earlier research study, Owens, Slee and Shute (2000) summarised the 

effects of indirect aggression via an adolescent sample of girls. These effects are 

summarised in Figure 2.1. Generally, two possible outcomes of victimisation emerged 

from this study: (1) withdrawal/internalising the victimisation through fear and 

avoidance, and (2) aggressive reactions in return for the victimisation. It can be seen 

how serious outcomes such as suicidal thoughts can fit into this model (i.e. ‘desire to 

escape’). These reactions were examined in the current research programme. 

Desire to escape from 

the pain

“I’d want to move 

interstate…”

Fear/Paranoia on behalf of the 

victims and witnesses of 

aggression

“Will this go on forever…?”

Reactions

-Hitting back-

-Conflict resolution-

“It’s tit for tat…”

Figure 2.1. Effects of indirect aggression (model based on adolescent girls' explanations 

in Owens, Slee et al., 2000) 

Indirect aggressive attack from a peer

“Why are they doing this to me…?” (The Confusion)

“I won’t let them get to me…” (Denial)

“It hurts a hell of a lot…” (The pain)

(e.g., hurt, fear, low self-esteem, high anxiety, reduced 

self-confidence, depression)

Catastrophising self-talk by the victims that restricts 

their recovery (Maintaining cognitions)
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Crick and Bigbee (1998) and Yeung and Leadbeater (2007) also suggests there to 

be many negative consequences of relational victimisation. The outcomes can include 

low self-esteem and more serious psychological suffering such as eating disorders, 

substance abuse or even suicidal ideation. A more extreme outcome was evidenced in a 

documentary of a 14-year-old female victim of relational aggression, who committed 

suicide in 2000 (McMilan, 2004). Similar occurrences have been noted since, where 

victims of peer harassment and forms of relational aggression may exhibit suicidal 

cognitions, where some have even taken their own lives as a way to escape the 

associated hurt and pain (Baldry & Winkel, 2003; Espelage & Swearer, 2003). Baldry 

and Winkel found relational victimisation to be more strongly linked with suicidal 

thoughts compared to direct physical victimisation, being similarly linked for both boys 

and girls.

Measurement of Relational Aggression and Victimisation

As is true in many areas of psychology, reports of behaviours can differ depending 

on the reporter of the information. Hence, self-reports and peer-reports of victimisation 

can identify different individuals at risk for problems. For example, in a study of sixth 

and seventh graders, Graham and Juvonen (1998) found a divergence between self-

reports and peer-reports of victimisation experiences. It was concluded that these 

differences could exist due to the more covert (i.e. difficult to detect) forms of 

victimisation. Relationally aggressive acts (e.g., left out on purpose), may be easily 

perceived by the victim, although more difficult for the peer group to detect. When self-

reports yield higher levels of victimisation than reported by the peer group, children 

have been labelled as ‘paranoid’ victims (Perry, Kusel, & Perry, 1988). However, the 

covert nature of this aggression needs to be considered. Some of the group labelled 

‘paranoids’ may be victims of relational aggression that are not witnessed by the peer 

group majority, due to the aggressor’s skill at being covert. This highlights the 
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importance of gaining various perspectives when estimating the occurrence of relational 

aggression (e.g., peer- and self-reports). In the current research programme, self-reports 

and peer-reports of relational aggression and victimisation were utilised.

The ‘Whys’ – What Might Motivate Relational Aggression?

Although aggressive acts are defined as behaviours that come from a motivation to 

harm others, it remains unclear whether there are additional or alternative motivations 

for some relationally aggressive behaviour. As described by Owens, Shute et al. 

(2000b), it is not only important to identify the socioemotional and peer group 

correlates of relational aggression, but is also crucial to identify the many reasons for 

relational aggression in order to develop and implement effective intervention 

strategies. Similarly, Keenan (2007), in her recent review of the literature, emphasised 

the importance of understanding intentions of relational aggression, stating “operational 

definitions of relational aggression require inference about intention [e.g., a form of 

revenge] and not simply observing a behaviour [e.g., befriending a person]” (p.202).

Before one attempts to understand why people engage in relational aggression, it 

is helpful to review recent perspectives that identify possible motivations for aggression 

or other complex human behaviour. Humans are ‘social beings.’ Because of this, these 

theories tend to argue that much exhibited behaviour has underlying social motivations, 

such as the need for belongingness and need to maintain perceptions of positive social-

worth (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Leary, Schreindorfer, & Haupt, 1995). Two theories 

summarised below are useful for identifying the motivations that might account for 

relational aggression (Emmons, 1997; Hawley, 1999). 

Basic human motivations. First, one approach to understanding motivation for 

behaviour was proposed by Emmons (1997). In this view, motivations are considered to 

be driven by emotion. For example, anger may be particularly relevant in understanding 

aggressive behaviour. As children get older and place more importance on peer 
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relationships, friendships can become both a source of, and medium for expressing 

anger (Turkel, 2007). Anger is used interchangeably with aggression. However, anger 

can be considered both the emotion and the drive behind many forms of aggression 

(Buntaine & Costenbader, 1997). Averill (1982) was cited by Buntaine and Costenbader 

to have made the distinction between aggression as an action, while anger is a passion

or emotion. The Collins Australian Dictionary (Collins Australian Dictionary, 2003)

defines anger as “a feeling of great annoyance or antagonism as the result of some real 

or supposed grievance, rage or wrath” (p.61), while aggression is defined as “an attack 

or harmful action, especially unprovoked; any hostile or destructive mental attitude or 

behaviour” (p.31). Thus, anger and aggression can be seen as separate constructs, yet 

are often intertwined. It is important to consider anger as only one reason for 

aggression, and other subjective states (e.g., needs of affiliation, needs for dominance, 

depression, low self-esteem) drive this behaviour as well. 

Emmons (1997) also identified and defined three basic clusters of human 

motivation: 1) Achievement, 2) Affiliation, and 3) Power, and are further outlined. 

Achievement can be referred to as the need to compete for a standard of excellence. 

Affiliation is a motivation that directs interpersonal exchange, and helps to establish, 

maintain and restore positive relationships. Power is a motivation to feel strong and to 

have an impact upon others. Those with a high motivation for power are concerned with 

attaining status and prestige compared to others (otherwise known as dominance). 

These broad structures have been suggested by Emmons to achieve enjoyment, feelings 

of self-assertion, esteem, and avoidance of negative affect. Hence, what children and 

adolescents attempt to achieve in their social relationships needs to be considered. 

According to Brewer and Gardner (1996), connectedness and belonging with humans is 

fundamental to the construction of oneself, consistent with Baumeister and Leary 

(1995). Individuals are motivated to define themselves in the context of their 
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relationships with others. In conjunction with these goals, a heightened need to achieve 

status exists for many in later childhood and adolescence. Within this goal, it is 

important to be “popular”, to be affiliated, and also to hold status membership of a 

social group (Brewer & Gardner). 

A second approach to motivation was outlined by Hicks (1997), who identified a 

major distinction between relationship goals and status goals in the context of social 

interactions. Status goals are more concerned with group membership and how they 

reflect an individual’s public image and reputation. Relationship goals are distinct from 

status goals by being more related to the intrinsic satisfaction that comes from 

interpersonal relationships and actual friendships. Some people attempt to achieve both 

goals simultaneously, such as aiming for higher status while aiming for development of 

close relationships within social interactions. Others, on the other hand, may be more 

inclined towards just one of these goals.

Social Dominance Theory. Drawing from Social Dominance Theory, Hawley 

(1999) proposed a ‘resource control theory’, useful in understanding why children and 

adolescents may be relationally aggressive. While Emmons (1997) attempts to 

understand motivation generally, this theory is more specific to children’s aggression 

and peer relationships. It has a foundation in the ethological concept of social 

dominance, which can be interpreted as a strategy to fulfil one’s social motivations of 

being central within the peer group. Some aspects of human behaviour, according to this 

theory, may reflect our primate origin. Similar to the animal kingdom, children and 

adolescents’ peer group environments are organised hierarchically. Therefore, those 

who are more central in the group are proposed to possess greater resource acquisition 

strategies. This is analogous to the hierarchy formed by Wiseman (2002) for girls’ peer 

groups in particular, with the focal member being the Queen Bee. According to 
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Pellegrini (2002), “dominance is not an end in and of itself, but is indicative of 

individuals’ access to desired resources” (p. 26). 

Hawley (1999) questioned whether overt/direct aggression is the only strategy 

used to achieve social dominance. She proposed that the later childhood years is a time, 

especially for girls, when a growing awareness exists for the unacceptability of overt 

aggression. At this time, a broader range of overt prosocial and also co-operative 

strategies develops. The same motivations of social dominance may still be there for 

girls, but are achieved in the appropriate form according to one’s age group and/or 

gender. This has been evidenced in more recent research by Hawley and her colleagues, 

which focused on the prosocial skills used in conjunction with dominance strategies 

(Hawley, 2003; Hawley et al., 2007; Hawley & Vaughn, 2003). Therefore, it is possible 

that “aggressive individuals should be socially successful if they also display prosocial 

behaviour” (Hawley et al., p. 170). Simmons (2002) argued that this change causes 

aggression to become more ‘underground’, taking the form of relational aggression. It is 

not clear according to this perspective whether motivations actually differ for girls 

versus boys; motivations may simply be enacted in differing ways.

Understanding motives for peer aggression. Researchers have suggested that 

children and adolescents use aggression (such as relational aggression) as a strategy to 

influence their social worlds (e.g. Pellegrini, 2002; Rose et al., 2004; Underwood et al., 

2001). This has an advantageous effect, such as being able to achieve and maintain 

popularity, to feel included within the peer group, and to deal with social injustices. In 

Pellegrini for example, dominance strategies of aggression were used to assist with peer 

group hierarchy formation during the transition from primary school to secondary 

school. 

Gaining first-hand accounts of aggression experiences is crucial for a thorough 

understanding of these abovementioned social processes. For example, Owens, Shute et 
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al. (2000b) directly questioned Australian adolescent girls’ reasoning for why indirect 

aggression is used (aged 15 to 16 years). This was one of the first studies to use this 

approach. Explanations fell within two broad categories: 1) alleviating 

boredom/creating excitement; and 2) friendship and group processes (which 

encompasses attention seeking, inclusion in the group, belonging to the right group, 

self-protection, jealousy and revenge). They found that indirect aggression was a way of 

alleviating boredom, which was a revelation within this research, having not been 

encompassed in previous literature. A similar approach was used in the current study to 

determine whether similar reasons underlie relational aggression in early adolescents, of 

both genders. This supports the importance of the current research conducted.

Based upon the influential theory of Emmons (1997), there are predominant 

explanations for relational aggression: the need for friendships/inclusion, versus the 

need for power amongst peers, versus the need for status amongst peers. This is also 

consistent with Hicks (1997), who outlined two predominant social motivational goals: 

status goals and relationship goals; Pellegrini (2002) who noted affiliative and 

aggressive dimensions of dominance; F. J. Currie (2001) who noted affiliation and 

dominance motivations; and Roland (2002), who found bullying behaviours to correlate 

with power-related or affiliation-related achievements. This has also been further 

separated by gender, where Roland found boys to be more driven by power motives, 

while girls were more driven by affiliation motives in their bullying behaviours. 

Conversely, F. J. Currie found simple associations of increased dominance and 

affiliation goals were weakly associated with externalising symptoms (assessed via the 

Child Behavior Checklist, Achenbach, 1991) for boys only, while these associations 

were not found for girls.

In review of this chapter, the definitions of relational aggression can be complex, 

where often it has often been attributed as a ‘girl phenomenon’. The current research 
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aimed to broaden the definition to encompass both boys and girls, and the range of 

behaviours they can utilise, while also capturing technological changes that may be 

expanding the mode of delivery for aggressive messages. Furthermore, this chapter has 

reviewed the profiles of relational aggressors versus victims in terms of their social 

status, psychological functioning, social skills and attributes. The motivations that drive 

relational aggression were also reviewed in this attempt to better understand the profile 

of relational aggressors. Motivations for affiliation, power and social status present 

different perspectives on the underlying reasons for relational aggression. The current 

research aimed to explore these processes and profiles, and the roles of those in the peer 

group, through a variety of methodologies. 

In the current research studies, the most common explanations for early 

adolescents’ (i.e. Grade 7) use of relational aggression were determined, and gender

differences in explanations of relational aggression were investigated. The role gender

played in the types of relationally aggressive behaviours used and received was 

examined, and comparisons of the motivations for such aggression reported by girls 

were compared to those reported by boys. The general aims were to add to the

understanding of relational aggression among both girls and boys, and to better explain 

how boys may use relational aggression in ways that are similar to, or differ from, girls’ 

behaviours.
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CHAPTER 3

Peer Social Standing, Social Behaviour with Peers and Socioemotional Functioning

Children’s and adolescents’ interactions with their peers are important indicators 

of their general social functioning and acceptance versus rejection in the peer group 

(Crick, 1996; Eslea et al., 2003; Roland, 2002; Zeller, Vannatta, Schafer, & Noll, 2003). 

Although the focus of the current studies was on relationally aggressive behaviours and 

victimisation experiences among adolescents, these behaviours are only part of the 

behaviours displayed within peer interactions and relationships; others behaviours can 

also impact upon peer acceptance and rejection. For example, from middle childhood, 

prosocial behaviours displayed by a child, such as playing fairly or not provoking fights, 

become increasingly more valued by the peer group (Townsend, 1992). Approval by 

peers shifts from a focus on external attributes (such as material possessions) in early 

childhood, to more interpersonal qualities in middle childhood to early adolescence 

(Townsend). 

Prosocial behaviour has been correlated with being accepted by peers. Empirical 

evidence suggests a link between peer acceptance and prosocial behaviour (e.g., 

cooperation, helping, sharing, and leadership). For example, Jackson and Tisak (2001)

assessed 7-to-12-year old children’s prosocial behaviour and found that individuals who 

were more prosocial were higher in satisfaction with their own social conduct and skills 

of friendship. It was also revealed that prosocial behaviours were linked with the 

valuing of peer acceptance. It could be implied by these findings that children attempt to 

act prosocially in order to avoid perceived experiences of rejection (supporting the 

theory proposed by Leary et al., 1995). Similarly, via a sample of third-to-sixth-grade 

children, Farmer and Rodkin (1996) found that having high centrality (or popularity) 

was associated with others perceiving the child to be high in prosocial behaviour. All 

antisocial characteristics were associated with lower centrality for girls, while starting 
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fights and being disruptive were associated with higher centrality for boys. Thus, 

adolescents’ behaviours with their peers and gender differences need to be considered 

when studying peer group influences on adolescents’ socioemotional functioning. 

Peer Relationships, Social Behaviours, and Socioemotional Functioning

Associations have been reported between internalising symptoms, peer 

relationships and social behaviours (Bell-Dolan, Foster, & Christopher, 1995; Murray-

Close et al., 2007; Prinstein & La Greca, 2002). Within the consideration of peer 

relationships, there are multiple aspects of peer social standing with differing 

predictions of outcomes (Cillessen & Rose, 2005). For example, being accepted in the 

peer group versus being popular and dominant have differential associations with 

internalising symptoms and school adjustment. Increased popularity has been found to 

link with reduced school connectedness while increased social acceptance was found to 

link with increased school connectedness (Schwartz, Hopmeyer Gorman, Nakamoto, & 

McKay, 2006). Peer rejection has been linked with internalising difficulties (e.g., 

negative social cognitions, depressed affect) and sub-types of popularity linked with 

externalising difficulties (e.g., aggression) (Hymel, Rubin, Rowden, & LeMare, 1990).

By examining multiple dimensions of peer relationships, it may help to further explain 

why some children and adolescents suffer emotionally from negative social experiences 

such as relational aggression and victimisation, while others do not. However, this is 

still an understudied area and warrants further research attention (Cillessen & Rose).

Peer group standing. Various aspects of standing within the peer group, such as 

peer acceptance or peer rejection, are important elements of children’s relationships that 

have been associated with socioemotional functioning (Cillessen & Rose, 2005). 

However, social standing is a multidimensional construct (Lease, Musgrove, & 

Axelrod, 2002). As such, there are various conceptualisations of social standing, and a 

social standing within the peer group has been measured in many ways. For example, 
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peer group social standing has been indicated by terms such as popularity, acceptance, 

likeability and level of centrality within the peer group (e.g. Farmer & Rodkin, 1996; 

Lease, Musgrove et al., 2002). It is important to clearly describe and understand the 

differences of multiple indicators of peer status when designing research studies in this

area. Past research tends to focus only on single constructs at a time. In the current 

research, a number of indicators of social standing were utilised. This included peer 

group acceptance (synonymous with likeability), perceived popularity and social 

prominence.

Researchers have only begun to examine multiple dimensions of social standing 

(Hecht, Inderbitzen, & Bukowski, 1998; Lease, Musgrove et al., 2002; Rose & 

Swenson, 2005). Some studies have been designed to emphasise children or 

adolescents’ affective perceptions of their peers (e.g., how much children like other 

children), whereas other studies have placed the emphasis on sociological placement 

within the group. In one study (Lease, Musgrove et al.), likeability was defined as the 

degree to which a child is liked or disliked by the peer group as a whole. Likeability can 

be considered analogous to conceptions of peer group acceptance versus rejection (such 

as in Volling, Mackinnon-Lewis, Rabiner, & Baradaran, 1993). Peer group acceptance 

and likeability are central to sociometric research. 

Social dominance is one potential indicator of social status, where children and 

adolescents’ peer groups are organised hierarchically (Hawley, 1999). Each child has 

some status or rank within the peer group hierarchy. This also has been referred to as 

perceived popularity (Parkhurst & Hopmeyer, 1998; Rose et al., 2004) and can indicate 

the level of social centrality, prominence and prestige. Perceived popular children are 

more often the centre of attention and have a great degree of power and influence over 

their peers. 
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Due to low to moderate correlations found between acceptance and popularity, 

these should not be considered separate constructs. They have each been associated with 

separate aspects of mental health in addition (Rose & Swenson, 2005). It is believed 

that acceptance is shaped more by general peer approval and being well-liked, while 

popularity is based upon wide admiration from peers, being reputable and higher in 

social standing. There has been some confusion of terminology in the peer relationships 

literature with the terms ‘popular’ and ‘perceived popular’ sometimes referring to 

children and adolescents who are accepted and well-liked by their peers. More recently, 

researchers have been clearer about terminology and reported that the peer group does 

not always like children who are identified as popular and socially prominent. For 

example, Lease, Kennedy and Axelrod et al. (2002) found a significant positive 

correlation (r = .62) between perceived popularity and peer likeability when separately 

measured. As this accounted for only 36% of the variance, perceived popularity and 

likeability were seen as distinctive indicators of peer group standing (supporting later 

views presented by Cillessen & Rose, 2005). 

Relationships and Socioemotional Functioning: Theory

Theory: The need to belong. Many theorists have recognised the importance of 

interpersonal relationships to human beings. Baumeister and Leary (1995) hypothesised 

an innate need to belong as fundamental to a wide variety of human behaviours. In their 

review article, they argued that belongingness is basic to human existence, and these 

basic human needs include affiliation and acceptance within a stable social group. 

Needs of belonging, and whether these are satisfied, can impact upon a person’s 

emotional well-being. Feelings of belongingness can evoke elation and happiness, and a 

lack of belongingness can evoke distress and grief (Baumeister & Leary). 

Sociometer Theory (Leary et al., 1995) is an extension of this need to belong 

theory, and helps to form a basis for the current studies. In this theory, much of our 
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social behaviour is proposed to be a reflection of attempts to improve or maintain one’s 

social status and inclusion. Negative affective states are expected to arise when one’s 

status is less than desired, and problems will emerge in reaction to experiences of real, 

imagined or anticipated social rejection. More specifically, social rejection (and also 

victimisation) is regarded as an antecedent of both psychological difficulties and low 

feelings of worth. Self-worth acts as a ‘sociometer’ (a subjective marker) that allows 

humans to monitor other peoples’ reactions towards them. 

Some interpretations can be made based on this theory that have provided 

guidance and formed some of the questions posed by the current research. The 

suggested sociometer is seen to have several social implications (Leary et al., 1995). A 

sociometer can indicate to a person how they stand amongst their peers in terms of 

status and acceptance. According to resulting feelings, it can motivate an individual to 

behave in a particular way within the social context to improve his/her status, or to 

further maintain it. At times, these social behaviours may not be the most desirable 

ways to act, having negative implications for one’s social status. Some children and 

adolescents within the peer context may adopt better strategies than others. As already 

outlined, elucidating these strategies and motivations were key aims of the current 

studies.

Theories identifying the importance of peer relations. More specific theories have 

been formulated to explain the importance of friendships and acceptance within the peer 

group for psychological and emotional adjustment. Peer relationships have been 

recognised within classic theories for their developmental significance. For example, 

Sullivan’s (1953) classic interpersonal theory identified friendships in childhood as 

crucial in the growth of skills and competencies that are required for healthy and 

successful development. In this theory, the transitional period from late childhood to 

adolescence is an important period of social development within the peer domain. At 
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this time, the need for close relationships emerges, in conjunction with a need for social 

acceptance. Social behaviours such as relational aggression can compromise the 

development of social skills and competencies. 

The developmental significance of peer relationships was further explained by 

Hartup (1989). He suggested that social competence emerges from experiences within 

peer relationships. Children are said to consolidate social skills in their interactions with 

others. In summary, Hartup stated, “the construction of well-functioning relationships 

may be the most significant achievement for a child’s socialization” (p.125). Children 

are said to affiliate with others who are similar to themselves in their social behaviour. 

Furthermore, troubled children, such as those who are aggressive, tend to affiliate with 

other aggressive children, often being rejected from the peer group. According to 

Hartup, the situation emerges where these rejected, antisocial children tend to affiliate 

together, not being able to practice social skills in a positive setting. Thus, negative 

social behaviours, such as aggression, may become more ‘normalised’ within these 

friendships. Recent evidence has operationalised this theory through the examination of 

seventh grade early adolescents (Farmer, Estell, Leung et al., 2003). It was found that 

aggressive adolescents tended to affiliate more with aggressive peers. 

Specific to children and peer relationships, Bagwell, Schmidt, Newcomb and 

Bukowski (2001) presented a developmental psychopathology perspective on the 

importance of peer relationships for functioning. Peer relationships are viewed as more 

than simply having someone to play with at lunch times. Peers are sources of support 

and provide developmental stability throughout schooling life and into adulthood. 

Problems such as social anxiety, loneliness, depression, low self-esteem and negative 

school attitudes are theorised as common forms of maladjustment in those with a lack of 

supportive peer relationships. In conjunction with Bagwell et al.’s perspective, Rudolph 

and Asher (2000) also recognised the overlap between domains of psychopathology and 
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peer relations. However, Rudolph and Asher held the view that psychopathology and 

social deficits can also precede peer difficulties. Those with more troublesome or 

maladaptive behaviours (such as aggression), become more noticeable with age, and are 

eventually rejected within the peer group from later childhood. A lack of peer 

acceptance within the peer group is regarded as a source of stress and deprives children 

of socialisation opportunities. 

Similar to sociometer theory, social-cognitive aspects have also been considered 

in other theories when explaining the impact of peer relationships on functioning. For 

example, Hymel and Franke (1985) and more recently C. Lopez and DuBois (2005) and 

Kistner, David-Ferdon, Repper and Joiner (2006), all recognised the importance of how 

children and adolescents view their relationships with peers. Thus, one is less negatively 

impacted by peer rejection and victimisation for example, if he or she has more positive 

perceptions of their peer relationships. Hence, it would be expected that negative 

psychological outcomes do not always result from problematic peer relationships, 

because these negative outcomes depend upon a perception of peer problems. In a 

similar way, Rudolph and her colleagues (Caldwell, Rudolph, Troop-Gordon, & Kim, 

2004; Rudolph & Hammen, 1999; Rudolph, Hammen, & Burge, 1997) recognised two 

aspects of social cognitions as important, including cognitions about the self in 

relationships and cognitions about peers. This was another focus in the current research.

Relationships and Socioemotional Functioning: Empirical Evidence

Peer relationships are important to consider because they are predictive of 

concurrent and later individual functioning. Many aspects of peer relationships have 

been shown to be associated with children’s socioemotional and behavioural 

functioning. Depressive and anxiety symptoms have been a common outcome variable 

used in this research field. Children and early adolescents’ status with peers have been 

associated with domains of socioemotional functioning in cross-sectional examination 
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studies (e.g. Boivin, Poulin, & Vitaro, 1994; Crick & Ladd, 1993; C. Lopez & DuBois, 

2005; Oldehinkel, Rosmalen, Veenstra, Kornelis Dijkstra, & Ormel, 2007; Reijntjes, 

Stegge, Meerum Terwgot, Henk Kamphuis, & Telch, 2006). For example, Oldehinkel et 

al. (2007) demonstrated links between classroom social status and depressive problems 

in an early adolescent sample (mean age of 13.5 years). Across participants generally, it 

was found that peer status difficulties (e.g., nominations of low acceptance) were linked 

with increased depressive symptoms. In another style of assessment, Reijntjes et al. 

(2006) conducted an ‘in vivo’ peer rejection experiment with early adolescents aged 10-

13 years, via a simulated computer game. Even from this brief exposure to peer 

rejection, it was found that participants allocated to the rejection group (i.e. being 

excluded in the ‘in vivo’ game) had a shift in negative mood state, assessed via a state 

anxiety assessment. Conversely, those who were allocated to the non-rejection group 

(i.e. being included in the ‘in vivo’ game) were found to have an increase in positive 

mood state. This suggests that even from brief exposure to peer rejection, negative 

emotional functioning can be triggered.

Emotional correlates of children and adolescent peer relationships have also been 

explored longitudinally to display the long-term consequences that can result from peer-

related difficulties (e.g. Borelli & Prinstein, 2006; Coie, Lochman, Terry, & Hyman, 

1992; MacPhee & Andrews, 2006; Murray-Close et al., 2007; Woodward & Fergusson, 

1999). Over a decade ago, Coie et al. (1992) in a longitudinal study, found sixth grade 

adolescents (ages 12-13) who were previously rejected in third grade to be significantly 

higher in internalising symptoms (i.e. anxiety disorder, dysthymia, obsessive 

compulsive disorder and agoraphobia), than those more accepted in third grade. More 

recently, Borelli and Prinstein demonstrated associations, between peer relations 

variables and depressive symptoms in sixth to eighth graders over an 11-month period. 

Receiving low likeability nominations (i.e. low social preference) and negative 
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interactions within best friendships were found to be linked with heightened depressive 

symptoms over time. Thus, consistently robust results have been found between peer 

rejection and depressive symptoms. 

When compared to the study of peer relationships and depressive symptoms, less 

is known about the association between peer relationships and anxiety. Spence and 

Donovan (1998) recommended that social anxiety should be included in routine 

assessments of social functioning. Yet, this recommendation is less represented in 

research on children and adolescent peer relationships. Buckley et al. (2004) and Rapee 

(2001) strongly argue that negative social experiences, such as peer rejection and 

victimisation, can lead to increased anxiety. It is suggested “peer neglect may reinforce 

beliefs that one does not have control in the world” (Rapee, p. 492). It is possible that 

feelings of anxiety and beliefs of helplessness can be generalised to broader social 

settings and even impair healthy social development. This could potentially lead to 

socially avoidant or socially anxious behaviours, and having a lack of trust in people in 

general. As evidenced by Graham and Juvonen (1998), those who are bullied or rejected 

by their peers are significantly more likely to avoid and fear coming to school. This 

could further extend to other social settings, where children begin to worry about their 

social performance in situations such as parties or meeting new people (Spence, 1995; 

Spence & Donovan). 

In earlier research, it has been proposed that victims of aggression often have an 

insecure attachment history and this can “radiate an anxious vulnerability…that makes 

them suitable prey” (Perry et al., 1988, p. 807). Children who are more likely to expect 

rejection from peers, and not be assertive when victimised by peers, have been referred 

to as “passive victims” (Perry et al.). It is possible that interpersonal sensitivity may be 

both a correlate and/or outcome of negative experiences with peers, including rejection 

and victimisation. Research conducted by Leff, Kupersmidt and Power (2003) is 
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suggestive of this notion. In this study, it was found that both victims and aggressors 

had a lack of trust in their peers. The relationally aggressive fourth and fifth grade girls 

assessed in this research exhibited a more cautious and wary social cognitive style, 

being less willing to give fellow peers the ‘benefit of the doubt’, hold trust in them and 

be forgiving. Furthermore, the cognitions of those who are relationally aggressive were 

assessed by Moretti, Holland and McKay (2001). Self-other representations were 

assessed in boys and girls aged 10-to-17 years. It was found that negative self-

representations predicted relational aggression in girls, where girls who held more 

negative views of themselves were more likely to manipulate and aggressively control 

their social environment. These cognitive representations were not evident in the boys 

assessed in this study.

In total, theories and related empirical evidence are useful guides for the 

development of a model linking relational aggression, multiple aspects of peer social 

standing, peer-relevant cognitions and early adolescents’ socioemotional functioning 

(depressive and anxious symptoms). Although there is some suggestion of bidirectional 

processes among negative peer experiences, aggression and emotional functioning, 

theories most often point toward ordering of variables in a pathway of peer experiences 

to emotional functioning, as well as potential mediators and moderators in such a 

model. These mediating and moderating variables are discussed in following sections.

Peer social standing as a moderator and/or a mediator. The recognition of a need 

to test path models and to recognise complex associations among variables in 

developmental psychology has increased the number of studies focused on mediating 

and moderating effects. Mediation includes indirect and direct effects of variables upon 

an outcome of interest. Specifically, a predictor variable influences a mediator variable, 

which in turn, influences an outcome (Holmbeck, 1997; Tram & Cole, 2000). A 

moderator variable was defined by Holmbeck as “one that affects the relationship 
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between two variables, so that the nature of the impact of the predictor on the criterion 

varies according to the level or value of the moderator” (p.79). This has extended to the 

study of peer relationships, relational aggression, depression and anxiety.

In some research, peer group standing has been proposed as a moderator of the 

association between relational aggression/victimisation and socioemotional functioning 

(Rose & Swenson, 2005; Sandstrom & Cillessen, 2003) and between friendship strength 

and depressive symptoms more generally (Martin, Cole, Clausen, Logan, & Wilson 

Strosher, 2003). Although there is evidence that social standing may play a moderating 

role (Rose & Swenson), how one perceives their social relationships has more often 

been considered a mediating factor (such as in Rudolph et al., 1997). Mediating 

relationships include indirect and direct effects of a variable upon an outcome of 

interest. Specifically, a predictor variable is expected to influence a mediating variable, 

which in turn, is associated with an outcome variable (Holmbeck, 1997; Tram & Cole, 

2000). Perceptions of social relationships and actual peer standing were considered in

the following studies. Perceptions of peer relationships were tested as a mediator of the 

association between relational aggression and victimisation, and outcomes of depressive 

and anxiety symptoms in Study 1 and Study 3. 

Different aspects of peer group standing and friendships have been found to 

moderate the association between social behaviour and a range of outcomes. Social 

standing as a moderator has also assisted in the development of models for 

socioemotional functioning as a correlate of relational aggression. Past research 

reported weak associations between being aggressive and negative socioemotional 

functioning (Crick, 1996), whereas some research has found aggressors to be perceived 

as popular by their peers (Hawley & Vaughn, 2003). In recent work, Rose and Swenson 

(2005) established perceived popularity to be a moderator of the link between relational 

aggression and internalising symptoms (i.e. depression, anxiety) for early adolescents. 
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Rose and Swenson interpreted popularity to play a protective role against negative

socioemotional functioning for relational aggressors. Of those who exhibited relational 

aggression within the peer group, it was found that those who were perceived as lower 

in popularity were at significantly increased risk for both depressive and anxiety 

symptoms. 

In contrast, self-perceived (rather than peer-reported) social standing may be a 

factor that mediates the association between relational aggression and socioemotional 

functioning. In a longitudinal study, Cole, Martin, Powers and Truglio (1996)

demonstrated that perceptions of social acceptance fully mediated the association 

between social acceptance indicated by the peer group and emotional functioning. Using 

a sample of 7-to-13-year-olds, it was found that perceptions of low acceptance were 

positively correlated with depressive symptoms. This is also supported by other 

research of perceptions of peer experiences as mediating the association between 

negative social environments and well-being (e.g. Crick & Ladd, 1993; Rudolph & 

Clark, 2001). 

In summary of Chapter 3, understanding relational aggression also requires 

researchers to consider the social context that surrounds it. Interpersonal relationships 

become increasingly important during the adolescent life stage, where the peer group 

becomes the primary source for socioemotional functioning. Gaps still remain in the 

two interrelated research areas of adolescent peer relationships and relational aggression 

experiences. Empirical evidence needs to be strengthened for aspects such as the role of 

popularity versus acceptance, the range of associated social motivations that may occur 

for relational aggression, whether sub-groups can be defined for both relational victims 

and aggressors, and the factors that can buffer them from such negative social 

experiences. These identified gaps contributed to the basis for the current series of 

studies.  
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One issue that has limited research evidence is the role of gender in relational 

aggression. It is unclear whether gender differences do exist in relational aggression 

expression, and victimisation experiences, during the adolescent years (Rys & Bear, 

1997). Hence, this was a central focus in this research programme. Within the 

consideration of gender, measurement strategies also require evaluation (McNeilly-

Choque et al., 1996). For instance, varying measurement strategies have been shown to 

lead to different conclusions about gender differences (Tomada & Schneider, 1997). 

These two issues will be explored in more detail in chapters 4 and 5.
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CHAPTER 4

Gender and Developmental Considerations

As relational aggression often has been described as a girl phenomenon (see 

chapter 2), it was important to examine gender in all phases of the current research 

studies reported here. Duncan and Owen-Smith (2006) noted that gender differences in 

aggression might be present due to biological/physiological factors. For example, 

testosterone and physical strength may explain the use of more physical aggressive 

strategies by boys than by girls. Furthermore, a gender difference in the rate of physical 

aggression could be accounted for by greater social acceptance of physical aggression 

among boys than girls. While more is known about the gender differences in physical 

aggression, less is known about the differences with regard to relational aggression. 

Relational aggression may be more common in girls due to their greater social 

intelligence and verbal ability as compared to boys. Although the influence of 

physiology cannot be ruled out, research on relational aggression has focused more on 

social explanations for gender differences with promising results (e.g. Bowie, 2007; 

Salmivalli, Kaukiainen, & Lagerspetz, 2000; Werner & Crick, 2004). Hence, the current 

research studies built upon past research by examining not only gender differences in 

relational aggression, but also gender as a moderator of relational aggression and the 

associated variables.

Gender Differences 

Gender differences in relational orientation. Girls have been described as more 

‘socially in-tuned beings’ than boys, having heightened attentiveness and sensitivity to 

discrete social processes (Preuschoff, 2004). This gender difference may be especially 

prominent in pre-adolescence and beyond (i.e. when friendships become more 

important), and their greater social attentiveness to peer difficulties can make some girls 

more vulnerable to involvement in relational aggression or victimisation. Friendships 
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between girls has been referred to by Wiseman (2002) as a “double-edged sword”, 

where they can be the key to healthy development, but also a threat to well-being at the 

same time. Many girls have the support of good friends who offer unconditional 

acceptance and understanding.  However, “girls can also be each other’s worst enemies” 

(Wiseman, p. 3), with some friendships being too intense and confusing. It causes great 

emotional pain when a girl knows her friend is angry with her (such as giving her the 

silent treatment) but cannot figure out why. Close, intimate friendships may in fact be 

the fuel for relationally aggressive behaviour (Murray-Close et al., 2007). 

Gender differences in friendship patterns are a crucial aspect to consider when 

examining relational aggression in both boys and girls. For example, according to 

Maccoby (1990), gender segregation in friendship groups is common, remaining strong 

between approximately 6 and 10 years of age. According to Fabes, Martin and Hanish 

(2004), boys’ friendship groups tend to be larger, with more active play, involving 

physical contact, playful fights, competition and taunting (also having been referred to 

as rough and tumble interactions by Luckner, 2007; Pellegrini, 2003). On the other 

hand, girls’ friendship groups tend to be smaller and more intimate, with verbal 

interaction and communication being highly valued. Emotional closeness of friendships 

was examined in a sample of adolescents by Durrell Johnson (2004). It was found that 

girls reported spending more time with their friends than boys. Girls also reported more 

closeness and more commitment to their friendships than boys. Girls have been found to 

be more sensitive to interpersonal rejection and relationship difficulties compared to 

boys (e.g. Purdie & Downey, 2000). 

Gender differences in aggression. In past research, overt and physical aggression 

has been examined more often than relational aggression. As physical aggression is 

more common among boys than girls, a greater focus on boys has resulted in the 

aggression literature (Paquette & Underwood, 1999). In recent times, more covert forms 



Relational Aggression 43

of aggression, such as relational aggression, have become recognised. These types of 

behaviours tend to be viewed as a phenomenon more prevalent and/or harmful for girls 

and within girls’ relationships (Bright, 2005; Simmons, 2002). It has been suggested

that boys and girls may be equally aggressive within the school environment, although 

the types of aggression exhibited may differ (Buntaine & Costenbader, 1997; Crick & 

Grotpeter, 1995). Even though aggression differs between boys and girls, it appears that 

relational aggression occurs in boys to some extent (Tomada & Schneider, 1997). Yet, 

there are still many gaps in relational aggression research for both girls’ and boys’. For 

example, it is still unclear whether gender moderates associations between relational 

aggression/victimisation and early adolescents’ socioemotional functioning. In addition, 

the frequency of relational aggression amongst boys, as compared to girls, is still 

unclear. Finally, very little research has focused on whether the forms of relational 

aggression differ among boys and girls. In other words, relational aggression may occur 

at high rates among both girls and boys, but be expressed differently (Card, Hodges, 

Little, & Hawley, 2005). For example, girls may be more prone to spreading rumours 

and exclusion within the friendship group, while boys may be more prone to put-downs 

in the larger peer group (Lagerspetz et al., 1988; Pellegrini, 2003). These gaps in the 

literature indicate that there is a need for measurement development work that follows 

from gathering information about forms and functions of relational aggression among 

both girls and boys. This was a major issue addressed by the current research.

Gender and age differences in relational aggression and victimisation have been 

studied to some extent. In one of the most recent reviews of this research, Keenan 

(2007) questioned whether relational aggression assists in explaining gender differences 

in aggression. It was noted that decades of research on physical aggression is leading to 

a greater understanding of the gender differences that exist. Most research findings and 

reviews have shown that boys are more physically aggressive than girls, while girls are 
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more relationally than physically aggressive, while mixed findings regarding gender 

differences also occur (e.g. Cote, 2007; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Lagerspetz et al., 

1988). Interestingly, some researchers have found that relational aggression is higher in 

boys (e.g. David & Kistner, 2000; Rys & Bear, 1997; Tomada & Schneider, 1997). The 

different measurement techniques used (e.g., reporter of information and items selected 

as representative of behaviours) may have some impact on these findings. Based on past 

research, Keenan notes that findings differ according to self, peer, teacher and parent 

reports. For example in a sample of 8-to-10 year olds, Tomada and Schneider found 

large differences in relational aggression when peer informants were utilised, where 

boys were significantly higher than girls (average effect size of .29). However, when 

teacher informants were utilised, there was less distinction between boys and girls, with 

girls only slightly higher (average effect size of .11). It was noted by the authors that 

teachers may not be completely aware of relational aggression, as are the student 

themselves (as shown by the disparity between peer and teacher reports). While

McNeilly-Choque et al. (1996) found no gender effects in relational aggression when 

peer informants were utilised with a younger preschool sample, while observational 

methods and teacher ratings found girls to be more relationally aggressive than boys. 

This study concluded greater measurement consistency for overt aggression as 

compared to relational aggression, which had more mixed findings.

The mixed findings on gender and relational aggression may be explained by the 

age of participants. For example, younger age groups identify boys as more relationally 

aggressive than girls (i.e. preschool and early primary school), but studies with older 

age groups (i.e. later primary school and high school) have reported that girls were more 

relationally aggressive than boys (Bjorkquivist, Lagerspetz, & Kaukiainen, 1992; Crick, 

Ostrov, Appleyard, Jansen, & Casas, 2004; McEvoy, Estrem, Rodriguez, & Olson, 

2003). Thus, reviewing relational aggression research can be a difficult task when 
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gender examinations can be so varied. As discussed, many studies find girls are higher 

than boys in relational aggression, while other studies find boys are higher, or there is 

very little difference between boys and girls. This can vary according to the reporter 

assessed (e.g., peers, self, teacher, observer) and the age of participants (i.e.  

preschoolers versus early adolescence). What is known, is that shifts do occur with the 

onset of preadolescence (i.e. 9 years of age), where the valuing of intimate friendships 

largely increases (Maccoby, 2002) and social motivations do become more segregated 

between boys and girls (Hicks, 1997; Roland, 2002). Specific factors that may assist in 

further explaining gender differences are explained in more detail.

Gender and anger expression. Another reason that has made it difficult to draw 

firm conclusions about gender differences is the lack of focus on the motivations for 

relational aggression among girls as compared to boys. Anger has been noted as the 

underlying factor to many occurrences of aggression. In previous decades, gender 

differences in aggression have potentially led some researchers to assume that boys 

experience anger to a greater extent than girls (Buss, 1961). More recent research has 

attempted to explore these gender differences further (e.g. Buntaine & Costenbader, 

1997; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Galen & Underwood, 1997; Gratch, Bassett, & Attra, 

1995; Harter, Waters, Whitesell, & Kastelic, 1998; Prasad, 1980). Buntaine and 

Costenbader argued that boys and girls (in Grades 4 and 5) report similar levels of 

anger; however, the difference that exists across genders is based upon how this anger is 

expressed. According to them, anger is considered the primary emotion that boys are 

most comfortable with expressing. On the other hand, girls experience just as much 

anger, but have greater difficulty acknowledging and expressing their anger outwardly. 

Expression of anger towards same gender peers was investigated by Galen and 

Underwood in pre-to-early adolescents (age 10-13). Results suggested that boys are 

more overt and physically aggressive in the short-term, while girls’ aggression is more 
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indirect and covert, often lasting longer-term (such as through grudges and rumination). 

It was suggested, “boys may use their fists to fight, but at least it’s over with quickly; 

girls use their tongues, and it goes on forever” (p.589). Crick and Grotpeter suggest 

aggression is used as a means of manipulating or threatening what is important to one’s 

own gender. Boys seem to take pride in their physical strength and abilities, while girls 

build their self-worth upon relationships and feelings of affiliation. 

Societal views of aggression. Gender role expectations within society may be 

consistent with the gender-typical explanation of aggression, impacting on how children 

and adolescents behave in their interpersonal interactions (Letendre, 2007). Erwin 

(1993) suggested girls bring different patterns of behaviour and social roles to the 

school environment, especially in the later primary school years. Prosocial behaviour 

may be more important to girls’ acceptance by peers than for boys’ acceptance (Crick, 

1996), which may hinder girls from showing more detectable, overt forms of 

aggression. According to Letendre, boys and girls are socialised within families to 

develop relationships and manage conflict differently. This is consistent with 

stereotypic gender roles, where girls are generally expected to be responsive, warm and 

co-operative compared to boys (Erwin). Girls seem to have no choice but to convey 

their aggression toward peers more subtly, or “underground” (Letendre, 2007; 

Simmons, 2002). This stereotype becomes especially important to girls with the onset of 

adolescence, according to Harter et al. (1998) where girls strive to appear sociable, co-

operative, and high in leadership while underground they manipulate relationships or 

excluding others when angry. Relational aggression may be linked to societal non-

acceptance of girls expressing anger and aggression (Preuschoff, 2004). For example, 

Preuschoff suggests that schools do not view girls’ anger as serious as boys’ anger. As a 

result of this, girls may resort to expressing anger covertly and non-assertively, such as 
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using relational aggression when feeling injustice, angry or socially threatened by a 

peer. 

Perceptions of behaviour according to gender. Different interpretations can be 

made for adolescents’ behaviour based on gender beliefs. Adolescents’ beliefs about the 

appropriate behaviours for girls versus boys can impact on how they attend to peers’ 

social behaviour. According to Heyman and Legare (2004), “children’s beliefs about 

gender differences can influence how they interpret socially relevant information” 

(p.227). Thus, a child who thinks boys are more aggressive than girls is more likely to 

attend to aggressive behaviour of a boy and encode/recall it, rather than a girl who is 

behaving aggressively. 

Based on arguments concerning gender stereotypes, it seems crucial to consider 

how these views might impact adolescent reports of their peers’ behaviours, such as 

relational aggression. Do beliefs bias the behaviours attended to within the social 

environment? This was a crucial aspect to consider for designing the current 

methodology, making it important to assess relational aggression via both peer-report 

and self-report. It could be argued that self-reports may be less prone to gender 

stereotypes of anger and aggression (Crick & Bigbee, 1998; Underwood, 2004). This 

was also considered in the research conducted by Heyman and Legare (2004). It was 

found across younger (mean age of 7) and older (mean age of 11) elementary school 

children, that they were more likely to view girls as being more prosocial and boys as 

being both relationally and physically aggressive. In terms of relational aggression, it 

was argued, “perhaps children do not have specific beliefs about relational aggression, 

and they tend to respond on the basis of a general negative bias about boys’ aggression 

for the social domain” (p.236). An interesting finding from the study was that the one 

group to associate higher relational aggression with girls was older girls in Grade 4. One 

possible reason for this could be that preadolescent girls are more involved with 
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relational aggression on a day-to-day basis compared with younger girls, and compared 

to boys. This may be the time period when relational aggression is emerging (especially 

for girls), and hence was the focus of the current research. Overall, these findings 

suggest that expectations of behaviour and personal experience may influence reports of 

relational aggression in both boys and girls.

Relational aggression and the onset of adolescence. When age groupings are 

considered, gender differences of relational aggression do not seem as mixed. In recent 

research conducted by Murray-Close et al. (2007), it was found that girls’ relational 

aggression increases during middle childhood (from about age 9 to 12). Cairns et al. 

(1989) found that social alienation and ostracism largely increased with age in girl-girl 

conflicts, especially beginning in the early adolescent years. Henington et al. (1998)

suggested a transition to occur between from the age 8 years, where gender congruent

forms of aggression (i.e. relational aggression for girls and physical aggression for boys) 

begin to be preferred within the peer group. Given these findings, the focus of the 

current studies was on the occurrence of relational aggression in early adolescents 

(between the ages of 10 and 15). In the current studies, gender differences in relational 

aggression also were investigated. 

Gender as a Moderator

In addition to the investigation of gender differences, gender was also examined as 

a moderator of some associations. For example, beginning in the preadolescent years, 

girls appear to have heightened emotional reactions to interpersonal stress compared to 

boys (e.g. Durrell Johnson, 2004; Oldenberg & Kerns, 1997; Rudolph, 2002). In 

addition, Rose and Rudolph (2006) outlined the different relationship processes in 

friendships according to gender, where girls are more focused on interpersonal 

connectedness than boys. This is supported by research that has found a higher 
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percentage of girls with emotional disorders, compared to boys (e.g. Nolen-Hoeksema 

& Girgus, 1994; Rudolph, 2002; Rudolph & Hammen, 1999). 

Of most importance for the current studies, gender may moderate associations 

between peer social standing, relational aggression/victimisation and socioemotional 

functioning. This is supported by the gender differences discussed by Brown and 

Gilligan (1992) and Gilligan (1993), in terms of what is more valued by boys versus 

girls for their sense of self-worth. It is suggested that girls are more likely than boys to 

measure their success through relationships, while boys are more likely to measure their  

success through engagement in group or physical activities as in boys (Maccoby, 1990; 

Putallaz, Kupersmidt, Coie, McKnight, & Grimes, 2005). Hence, girls may be more 

invested in friendship intimacy, have increased rates of relational aggression 

experiences, and experience more socioemotional deficits, when compared to boys. In 

particular, girls are more emotionally influenced by evaluations from peers than boys 

(Harter, Waters, & Whitesell, 1998). In a literature review of interpersonal stress and 

emotional functioning, Rudolph (2002) concluded that “ girls tend to show more 

negative emotional responses in the form of anxiety and depression than boys” (p.11), 

as a response to problems in social relationships. 

Similarly, Rose and Rudolph (2006) summarised how peer-related stress occurred 

at near-similar levels for boys and girls. What differed was the source of the peer stress. 

For girls, it was found that they were more exposed to dyadic friendship stress (e.g., 

friendships ceasing) and social network stress (e.g., being a minority member). For 

boys, peer stress occurred through the forms of peer group status and reputation stress. 

In a study with preadolescents and early adolescents (Oldenberg & Kerns, 1997), the 

association between popularity and depressive symptoms was more negative for girls 

compared to boys, suggesting that unpopular girls are more likely to have elevated 

depressive symptom levels than unpopular boys. In studies that have examined peer 
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relationships as potential protective factors against depression and other internalising 

symptoms, it has been found that positive aspects of peer relationships are more 

protective against emotional difficulties for girls more than boys. These positive aspects 

have included being more liked/accepted by peers, friendship qualities (e.g., self-

disclosure, intimacy) and peer support (e.g. Franzoi & Davis, 1985; Oldenberg & Kerns, 

1997). This research supports the notion that girls place more importance on 

interpersonal relationships for wellbeing compared to boys. Consequently, this can act 

as a protective buffer, or hindrance, for socioemotional functioning. 

Gender may also moderate the association between peer social standing and 

relational aggression. Henington et al. (1998) reasoned that aggression which is more 

typical of one’s gender, is more tolerated by peers than aggression that is not so typical. 

Consequently, an emerging adolescent’s social functioning could potentially be related 

to their gender and method of aggression used. For example, girls who are relationally 

aggressive could be more popular than other girls, but no such association between 

social standing and relational aggression may be found among boys. This is supported 

by Rose et al. (2004) who examined links between aggression and popularity over six 

months. Gender differences emerged for students in seventh and ninth grade, where 

girls who used relationally aggressive behaviours such as ignoring, rumour spreading, 

and excluding were found to be relatively higher in popularity than other girls. In 

younger age groups (i.e. fourth and fifth grades), relational aggression was not 

associated with popularity for girls, consistent with the “gender-typical” explanation. 

In the current research studies, it was expected that the associations between 

relational aggression experiences (i.e. being the aggressor, being victimised), social 

relationships, and socioemotional functioning (i.e. depression, anxiety) would be of 

greater magnitude for girls than for boys. In addition, positive aspects of peer 

relationships also were examined as factors that may protect girls’ functioning.
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CHAPTER 5

Assessment and Methodological Considerations

Many different measurement strategies have been used to assess relational 

aggression and related peer relationship processes. Crothers et al. (2007) outlined a 

variety of assessment approaches that have been used in relational aggression and more 

general peer relationships research. This included students’ nominations and ratings of 

their peers, self-report surveys, teacher rating scales, interviews, focus groups, 

ethnographic analysis of language, and observations. Maccoby (2005) emphasised the 

need for research to further examine processes of peer relations and aggression that 

encompassed both boys and girls. From the research conducted to date, a significantly 

larger proportion of research and literature has covered relational aggression and 

friendships amongst adolescent girls (e.g. Owens, Shute et al., 2000a; Talbott, Celinska, 

Simpson, & Coe, 2002; Wiseman, 2002) compared to adolescent boys, as compared to 

fewer studies that have utilised boys and girls (Crick, Bigbee, & Howes, 1996; French, 

Jansen, & Pidada, 2002). Hence, more research on relational aggression that includes 

both boys and girls was indicated.

Qualitative Approaches

Owens, Shute et al. (2000b) commented that the most commonly used measure of 

relational aggression was formed by Crick and Grotpeter (1995) and was developed 

based on the assumption that the pursuit of relational goals was the explanation for why 

children and adolescents were relationally aggressive. However, this determination of 

the motivation for relational aggression was made without first asking adolescents for 

their own explanations for relationally aggressive behaviours. Thus, to better understand 

why relational aggression occurs, it is crucial to ‘step inside the adolescent’s world’, 

rather than to make assumptions.  Another way of referring to qualitative research is the 

term of ‘ethnographic research’. This can involve many approaches such as individual 
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interviews, focus group interviews, and naturalistic observation for example. Social 

behaviours are studied in a natural context and individual perspectives can be obtained. 

Qualitative/ethnographic approaches achieve rich, descriptive findings. An extensive 

search of the research literature proved little empirical research that has utilised these 

approaches to studying relational aggression, and there has been no 

qualitative/ethnographic study including boys on the topic of relational aggression and 

motivations specifically. 

Previous research conducted by Eder (1985; Eder & Enke, 1991) used 

observational approaches to assess adolescent girls’ strivings for popularity, as well as 

later assessing the structure and use of gossip in the peer group. More recently, 

Goodwin (2002) examined girls’ exclusion in peer groups via an ethnographic 

conversation analysis study of one friendship group of 11 girls, aged 10-12 years. This 

form of qualitative analysis was evaluated by Goodwin to be the method of choice for 

assessing more discrete social processes associated with relational aggression. Through 

conversational analysis it was found that girls were fundamentally interested in 

cooperative interaction, with such interaction also being the basis for conflict. Analysis 

of the group’s speech activities were conducted, including directives used to organise 

activities, story telling, gossip and dispute. Friendships seem to change on a day-to-day 

basis. This approach was able to see through the participant’s eyes the processes of 

social exclusion, coalition forming and vying over who were friends with whom. Within 

the one friendship group, it was found that girls would talk about each other behind their 

backs, and ‘sanctioned’ girls who appeared to exude superiority compared to other 

members (such as clothing, having boyfriends or having academic achievements). The 

girls’ lunchtime conversations were found to typically involve making comments on 

other peers at school, planning future activities together and talking about their 

experiences in and out of school. As this research had a focus on group dynamics and 
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processes, it did not take into account individual group member’s perspectives. The 

current research aimed to build on this by obtaining individual accounts in the context 

of their previously assessed peer group experiences (i.e. relational aggression and 

victimisation status). Supported by Goodwin’s final recommendations, alternative 

methodologies need to be considered in order to understand the natural processes that 

form the social world of children and adolescents.

Focus groups have also been used to gain a better understanding of relational 

aggression and peer group experiences. Owens and Colleagues (2000a; 2000b) was one 

of the first research groups to gather perceptions of why relational aggression occurs, 

and was centred on a sample of 15-16 year old girls. Focus groups were also utilised in 

the first research phase of de Bruyn and Cillessen (2006), who assessed early adolescent 

boys and girls, and their views on popularity, antisocial and prosocial behaviour. Boys 

and girls were separated into two separate focus groups and asked to explain the 

different subgroups of popular students. This approach was design to assist in the 

development of new measurements, where peer nomination items of popularity 

subtypes were formed. A major strength of this study was that these items were able to 

use wording that was applicable to the current high school generation, rather than the 

researchers assuming the applicable wording. This strength of forming measurements 

based on interviews was incorporated into the design of the current research.

Approaches to analysing focus group information were outlined by Simmons 

(2002; 2004) in detail. With a sample of 10-to-14 year old girls, Simmons rationalised 

that her focus groups required an informal format with no strict interview protocols, as 

this could limit the girls’ level of openness. The “Listening Guide” method (Brown & 

Gilligan, 1992) was adopted for data analysis in Simmon’s interviews. This method is 

also applicable to individual interviews. Many advantages can unfold from this open 

process, such as allowing participants to openly share experiences that may not be 
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detected through other more structured approaches. This can be an advantage for any 

form of interview approach utilising this Listening Guide method. However, there are 

several limitations of this more open approach. The data obtained can be very difficult 

to compare across participants, and can also bias the researcher to listen for what he/she 

is looking for in the outlined hypotheses. Thus, a semi-structured interview approach 

may be a compromise on the opposing strength and weaknesses of the Listening Guide 

method. Furthermore, although Owens, Shute et al. (2000a) identified no concerns with 

a focus group approach, process issues of focus groups also need to be considered. An 

aspect that needs to be considered is whether relational aggression itself could occur 

within (or after) the focus group sessions. In particular, it may be difficult for victims to 

communicate freely about their experience, as their aggressors may be present in the 

same room. At the same time, the aggressors may use the session to justify why they 

think relational aggression should be used or to boast about their use of the behaviour in 

front of peers (Geiger et al., 2004). 

The applicability of focus groups for researching relational aggression within 

schools is questionable. Individual interviews are an approach that can avoid such 

process issues.  Individual interview approaches have been used in more general peer-

related research, such as Card (2007) who assessed emerging adults past antipathetic 

relationships in semi-structured, retrospective interviews. The benefits of this

methodology were noted by Card, where more in-depth information was gained 

concerning intricate peer processes. Goldstein (2003) in her unpublished dissertation, 

interviewed both early adolescent boys and girls, and focused on gaining moral 

judgements of relationally aggressive behaviour. The current research programme 

utilised a similar sample to Goldstein, but shifted focus to motivations and personal 

experiences of relational aggression (as focused on by Owens and Colleagues, 2000). It 

can be possible that researchers do not utilise individual interviews due to time 
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constraints. For example, de Bruyn and Cillessen (2006) conducted 2 focus groups, with 

10 participants in each during lunch break. Qualitative data was then obtained from 20 

participants in the time that it could have taken to conduct 2 in-depth individual 

interviews. However, the data from each participant in the focus groups may not have 

been as ‘rich’, than if they had been interviewed individually. 

In the current studies, individual interviews were used in order to avoid such 

potential difficulties. Crothers et al. (2007) notes individual interviews conducted by 

professionals outside the school setting may enable a student to be less concerned with 

revealing sensitive information, and also likely to yield less censored information that 

can assist with both measurement and intervention development. A semi-structured 

approach was utilised in the current research in order to achieve the outlined research 

aims, while also allowing participants to discuss topics poignant to them. The additional 

benefit of individual interviews was the opportunity to speak about issues regarding 

relational aggression that may be missed in more structured surveys and assessments. 

Furthermore, this approach allows for more opportunities to emotionally support and 

debrief those who are involved in aggressive situations with peers, and provide the 

appropriate mental health referrals if necessary.

Methods to Assess Peer Social Standing and Behaviours with Peers

A number of methods exist for the measurement of peer relationships and 

behaviours within these relationships. Many different quantitative methodologies have 

been adopted including, 1) ratings conducted by fellow peers about social attributes; 2) 

nominations based on social behavioural descriptors; 3) self-reports of peer group 

experiences, and 4) identification with hypothetical social vignettes. 

Sociometrics. Peer assessment methods often involve sociometric techniques 

(Masten, Morison, & Pellegrini, 1985; Salmivalli et al., 2000). This involves asking 

children and adolescents to nominate or rate how much they like and/or dislike their 
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classmates (e.g., scale of, 1 do not like to 5 like very much). Nomination and rating 

approaches have also been used to measure a variety of attributes or behaviours (Card et 

al., 2005; Crick, 1995; Parkhurst & Hopmeyer, 1998). For example, a peer nomination 

approach was developed by Crick (1995) to assess children’s social behaviours (i.e. 

withdrawal, depressed, physical aggression, relational aggression, verbal aggression and 

prosocial behaviours). Children are required to nominate peers who engage in 

behavioural descriptors that represent these attributes. There is some conflicting 

evidence concerning the reliability of peer nomination methods. Peer behaviour 

nomination approaches were evaluated by McNeilly-Choque et al. (1996) as a reliable

form of determining a child’s conduct within the peer group. As opposed to teacher 

reports or natural observations, “children’s perceptions of other’s behaviour are 

measured directly, without being filtered through adult teacher or observer lenses” (p. 

52). Children and adolescents’ social adjustment can be evaluated according to peers’ 

interpretations of their social behaviour. Additionally, aggression can be enacted more 

frequently outside the adult observers’ view. Preadolescents tend to evaluate peer 

behaviour based on more abstract, less observable and enduring social dispositions, 

which can further ensure good quality reports. An identified shortcoming of this 

approach for younger children is that attention to particular behaviours can be a function 

of gender-role stereotypes (McNeilly-Choque et al.). Despite this above noted 

evaluation, Crick et al. (2006) more recently found weaker evidence for the validity of 

peer-reported relational aggression. It was found that peer reports of relational 

aggression did not significantly converge with reports of relational aggression from 

other informants (i.e. teacher reports and observations).

Self-reports. Self-report methods have also been used in relational aggression 

research and peer relationships more generally, however are not as common as peer 

nomination approaches. According to McNeilly-Choque et al. (1996) and Rudolph and 
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Clark (2001), self-report methods for peer relationships have the ability to detect 

personal views on social functioning. As outlined in earlier sections, it may be that 

perceptions of social experiences is what best predicts socioemotional functioning (Cole 

& Turner, 1993; Rudolph et al., 1997). Some researchers have utilised self-report 

methods for the study of relational aggression and victimisation (e.g. Crick & Bigbee, 

1998; Crick & Grotpeter, 1996; McNeilly-Choque et al., 1996; Tomada & Schneider, 

1997). The current research utilised both peer- and self-report methods in the 

assessment of peer relationships and relational aggression/victimisation. The differences 

in socioemotional functioning were examined according to these different methods. 

Hypothetical vignettes. Vignettes are another way of assessing the peer group 

environment, where hypothetical scenarios of aggressive situations are presented and 

participants provide their reactions. Social vignettes were facilitated in Galen and 

Underwood’s (1997) research focusing on gender differences in social aggression and 

physical aggression. These vignettes required 9-to-15-year-old boys and girls to imagine 

that various aggressive situations were happening to them, and respond on a rating scale 

in terms of how hurt they would feel (outcomes), and how often it had happened to 

them (incidence). A hypothetical scenario was also incorporated into Owens and 

Colleagues’ (2000) focus groups and dyadic interviews. The adolescent female 

participants were presented with a story of indirect victimisation. This posed as a 

starting point for group discussion on the motivations, explanations and outcomes for 

such behaviour. In addition, hypothetical vignettes were utilised by Goldstein (2003) in 

interviews with early adolescents, also being a method of priming participants for the 

construct of relational aggression. It is helpful to present vignettes to achieve strong 

construct validity, where participants understand the defining of relational/indirect 

aggression and not refer to other forms of bullying in their responses, such as physical 

aggression (Goldstein, 2003; Owens, Shute et al., 2000a). However, a downfall of 
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hypothetical vignettes/scenarios is that perhaps not all forms of relational aggression are 

referred to and some examples may not have been experienced by all adolescents. This 

could potentially lead to limited research results, and points to the importance of 

multiple vignettes being presented when possible. The current study utilised vignettes as 

a way of priming participants in the interview study. 

Measurement in the current studies. In the current studies, a variety of these 

measurement techniques were used to better understand relational aggression amongst 

early adolescents in the peer context, and linkages between relational 

aggression/victimisation and socioemotional functioning. This included peer 

nominations and ratings, self-report measures, hypothetical vignettes and individual 

semi-structured interviews. An additional aim was to empirically test some of the 

hypotheses embedded in the relational aggression literature (e.g. Simmons, 2002, 2004; 

Wiseman, 2002), while also drawing from multiple psychological theories highlighting 

the importance of social relationships in socioemotional functioning (e.g. Baumeister & 

Leary, 1995; Hartup, 1989), the nature of aggression, and the motivations for social 

behaviour (Emmons, 1997; Hawley, 1999; Maccoby, 2005). Careful consideration for 

the most appropriate methodology and assessment techniques were anticipated to 

advance the relational aggression field. It can be difficult to draw firm conclusions 

about the rates of relational aggression/victimisation and pathways that lead aggressive 

behaviour to peer problems and socioemotional difficulties, when methodologies still 

require refinement.  The current research aimed to apply multiple methods of 

measurement to ensure a more sensitive approach to understanding relational aggression 

in early adolescent peer groups.
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CHAPTER 6

Summary of the Current Research Studies

The presented theory and research shows the importance of peer relationships for 

children and adolescents’ health and development. Children and adolescents who are 

relationally aggressive towards their peers and/or victimised by their peers have been 

found to be more maladjusted and to show declines in mental health over time (Bagwell 

et al., 2001; Boivin, Hymel, & Bukowski, 1995; Crick, 1996). In particular, being a 

victim of relational aggression has also been found to compromise one’s feelings of 

social belonging, increasing the risk of emotional maladjustment (Crick & Nelson, 

2002; Owens, Slee et al., 2000).The primary goal of the current research programme, 

which included three studies, was to examine the mental health correlates of relational 

aggression and victimisation. Specifically, the aims were to:

1) determine the associations of relational aggression and victimisation with early 

adolescents’ depressive and social anxiety symptoms (socioemotional functioning),

2) identify peer-related factors, such as social cognitions, that may play a 

mediational role when elucidating associations between aggression/victimisation and 

socioemotional functioning,

3) summarise how adolescents explain the reasons for relational aggression and 

victimisation,

4) develop and test new items to assess relational aggression, relational 

victimisation and related constructs via peer- and self-reports, 

5) identify the subtypes of relational aggression and victimisation that may result 

from these new measures developed, and

6) test gender differences and gender moderation effects. 

In Study 1, the purpose was to conduct preliminary tests of associations between 

relational aggression and victimisation, with depressive symptoms. Models were also 
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tested in which adolescent perceptions of their relationship with peers (‘social 

cognitions’) were expected to be mediators of associations between 

aggression/victimisation and depressive symptoms/social worries. Full mediation was 

expected and was tested using the techniques described by Baron and Kenny (1986) and 

Cole and Maxwell (2003). In addition, the possibility that gender moderated the 

association between relational aggression/victimisation and depressive symptoms or 

social worries was also examined. Finally, a ‘social profiles’ approach was utilised to 

test differences in depressive symptoms and social worries between adolescents who 

had particular combinations of aggression, social standing and peer relationship 

cognitions.

As noted by Shute et al. (2002) and Underwood et al. (2001), it is important to 

employ a variety of methodologies for studying relational aggression. Based on this 

recommendation and the need to gather information for measurement development prior 

to Study 3, participant interviews were conducted in Study 2. After selecting adolescents 

with particular profiles in Study 1, interviews were conducted to gather details of their 

experiences of relational aggression and victimisation and to allow participants to report 

their social experiences using their own words. In Study 2, the focus was on the 

multitude of behaviours that can be indicative of relational aggression and the 

identification of the motivations that explain relational aggression. Using interviews, 

more detailed accounts of relational aggression, and the motivations underlying the 

behaviour, were collected from subsets of individuals identified in Study 1 as 

relationally aggressive, relationally victimised, low in aggression, low in victimisation 

or moderate status on both variables. A variety of behaviours and potential reasons for 

behaviours were assessed through this process. The findings of Study 2 also assisted in 

informing the design of Study 3, where new measurement strategies for assessing 

relational aggression were developed and tested. 
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In Study 3, there were a number of aims that were organised into three parts. In 

Study 3A, because it has been argued that existing measures of relational aggression are 

constrained by definitional issues (Underwood et al., 2001), new items were added to an 

existing measure of relational aggression originally developed by Crick (1995). Other 

items were developed to measure relational victimisation, and to address additional 

social motivations for aggression identified in Study 2. Both self-report and peer-report 

measures of aggression and victimisation were developed. The psychometric properties 

of all new measures and items were assessed. In Study 3B, analyses conducted in Study 

1 were replicated and extended, using the measures developed in Study 3A. Also in 

Study 3B, the profiles of relational victims and aggressors were assessed in the context 

of social-motivational characteristics (i.e. needs of affiliation, social dominance, social 

prominence and peer group acceptance). Groups with different profiles were compared 

using both peer- and self-reports of aggression and victimisation. 
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CHAPTER 7

Study 1: Socioemotional Functioning of Relationally Aggressive Early Adolescents

The primary purpose of Study 1 was to test associations between socioemotional 

functioning and relational aggression/victimisation among early adolescents in the later 

primary school years (aged 10-13 years). Socioemotional functioning was 

operationalised as depressive symptoms and social worries. Two other correlates of 

depressive symptoms and social worries were also included in this study. These 

correlates were adolescents’ negative perceptions of peer relationships and acceptance 

within the peer group. These variables were expected to further explain the association 

between relational aggression and adolescents’ functioning. Previous studies have 

identified these factors as mechanisms that can partially explain the links between 

aggressive behaviours and negative socioemotional functioning (e.g. Coie et al., 1992; 

Panak & Garber, 1992; Rose & Swenson, 2005). However, to the author’s knowledge, 

this is the first study to test whether these variables mediate the association between 

relational aggression/victimisation and socioemotional functioning, in the context of 

also understanding potential gender disparities. These analyses were used to investigate

whether the association between the model constructs differed for girls and boys. In 

particular, given the evidence that relational aggression may be more detrimental for 

girls (e.g. Crick, 1995; Simmons, 2002; Wiseman, 2002) and previous findings showed 

aggressive behaviours and victimisation had a greater negative effect on girls’ peer 

status and socioemotional functioning compared with boys (e.g. Card et al., 2005; Crick 

& Grotpeter, 1995; Paquette & Underwood, 1999), it was anticipated that associations 

would be stronger among girls as compared to boys. 

The following hypotheses and questions were posed. The primary analyses were 

centred on depressive symptoms as the indicator of emotional functioning, with social 

worries also examined in selected subsequent analyses. Less research has been 



Relational Aggression 63

conducted with social worries as an outcome variable of relational aggression 

experiences. Therefore, these analyses were more exploratory in nature. 

1. Relational aggression, relational victimisation and negative perceptions of peer 

relationships will be significantly positively associated with negative 

socioemotional functioning (i.e. depressive symptoms and social worries). 

2. The association between relational aggression and lower socioemotional 

functioning will be significantly stronger for girls compared to boys. 

3. The association between relational victimisation and lower socioemotional 

functioning will be significantly stronger for girls compared to boys. 

4. The association between socioemotional functioning and relational aggression 

will be fully mediated by negative perceptions of peer relationships. Thus, 

relational aggression will only have an indirect association with socioemotional 

functioning via aggressive adolescents’ more negative perceptions of their peer 

relationships.

5. The association between socioemotional functioning and relational victimisation 

will be fully mediated by negative perceptions of peer relationships. Thus, 

relational victimisation will only have an indirect association with 

socioemotional functioning via victimised adolescents’ more negative 

perceptions of their peer relationships.

In addition to testing these abovementioned hypotheses, socioemotional 

functioning was explored further after forming groups of adolescents based on their 

levels of relational aggression, relational victimisation, negative perceptions of peer 

relationships, and peer acceptance. These analyses were conducted to identify whether 

there are particular configurations of problems and peer relationships that are associated 

with the highest levels of depressive symptoms and social worries.  



Relational Aggression 64

Method

Participants

Participants were 297 early adolescents in 16 classrooms from three state primary 

schools in southeast Queensland, Australia. Participants were in Grades six (n = 98) or 

seven (n = 199). In Queensland, most children remain in primary school from Grades 1 

to 7 before moving to high school for Grades 8 to 12. Participants’ ages ranged between 

10 and 13 years (M = 11.04, SD = .79), with 49.5% girls and 50.5% boys. Only those 

who received parental consent participated in this study. The parental consent rate 

obtained was 74%. Participants were assessed towards the end of the 2004 school year 

(September and October).

In Queensland, students are about one year younger when compared to the same 

grade level in many other countries (e.g., some European countries, USA, Canada). 

Therefore, the current sample comprised preadolescents in the final two years of 

primary school. The schools were moderate in size with student populations of 600 to 

800 students, and served primarily low-middle income areas. The participants were 

representative of their community. Most participants were White Australian (88%), 

whereas 7% of participants were Aboriginal Australian or Pacific Islander (e.g., Maori, 

Samoan), 3% Asian, and 2% African or South American. Most mothers had completed 

high school only (25%), left high school in Grade 10 (31%, which is relatively common 

in Australia), or left prior to Grade 10 (9%). Of other mothers, 22% had completed 

vocational school after leaving high school after Grade 10 to 12, and 13% had 

completed university study. Fathers’ highest education levels were similar: high school 

completion only, 31%; Grade 10 completion only, 29%; left high school prior to Grade 

10, 8%; vocational training, 21%; and university study, 11%. Most children lived with 

two parents (68%) or with their mother only (27%).
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The final sample for analyses included 279 of the 297 original participants (94%). 

Eighteen participants were excluded because they were missing more than 10% of the 

items on any measure (i.e. CDI, perceptions of self and others scale, peer acceptance, 

victimisation, social worries), or those who were missing a peer rating score, social 

behaviour score or gender were excluded. Another fifteen participants (5.1%) had 

randomly missed an item or two, but were maintained in the sample by calculating 

mean scores from the subset of completed items. A χ
2

 test (for gender) and F-tests for 

all other measures (including age) did not significantly differ between those retained in 

the study and those who were excluded. 

Self-Report Measures

Depressive symptoms. The Children’s Depression Inventory (Kovacs, 1985) was 

used to assess depressive symptomatology. The CDI is a 27-item self-report 

questionnaire designed for 7-to-17 year olds, and is suitable for both individual and 

group administration. The CDI is designed to assess both primary and secondary 

affective, cognitive, motivational and somatic symptoms of depression. Each item 

describes overt symptoms of depression. The frequency of symptoms in the past two 

weeks are reported from 0 (I am …once in a while) to 2 (I am… all the time). For 

example, participants selected one of the following: ‘0) I am sad once in a while, 1) I 

am sad many times, 2) I am sad all the time’. An overall score was obtained by 

summing responses to all items, thus the possible range of scores being 0 and 54. 

Higher scores denoted greater depressive symptoms. According to Shah and Morgan 

(1996), the CDI is designed to assess subjective distress rather than to diagnose clinical 

levels of depression. Therefore, not all children and adolescents who score high on the 

CDI will meet diagnostic criteria for depression. However, according to Kovacs those 

with scores on the CDI above 19 may be exhibiting symptoms of clinical depression and 

should be further assessed.
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The CDI has a readability level of Grade one (Shah & Morgan, 1996). 

Psychometric characteristics of the CDI are robust. The CDI has yielded high internal 

reliability in the past, such as α = .89 (Tram & Cole, 2000) and α = .85 (Brendgen, 

Vitaro, Turgeon, & Poulin, 2002) using similar samples. In the current study, the 

interitem correlation was Cronbach’s α = .89.

Social worries. The Social Worries Questionnaire - Pupil (SWQ-P: Spence, 1995)

was used to assess the level of social anxiety participants experience. This scale is 

designed for assessing social anxiety symptoms in children and adolescents aged 8-to-

18 years, consisting of 13 social situations. Participants report the associated worry with 

various social situations (e.g., going to parties, meeting new people, asking a group of 

kids if they can join in). Participants select how true these feelings have been in the last 

four weeks on a scale of 0 (not true), 1 (sometimes true), 2 (mostly true). A total social 

worries score is calculated across all social situations, with higher scores reflecting a 

greater level of social worry. This scale has demonstrated good internal reliability, with 

α = .82 in Sofronoff, Attwood and Hinton (2005) and α = .77 in Spence, Donovan and 

Brechman-Toussaint (2000). The current study yielded high reliability of α = .87. 

Relational victimisation. Participants self-reported their relational victimisation 

using four items adapted from Crick and Grotpeter (1996). Response options ranged 

from 1 (never) to 4 (all the time). Responses were totalled for each participant. An 

example victimisation item is ‘how often do kids ignore you when they are mad at you?’ 

The interitem correlation of this measure in the current study was Cronbach’s α = .97 (a 

similar interitem correlation was obtained of .91 by Crick & Bigbee, 1998).

Perceptions of peer relationships. The Perceptions of Peers and Self Scale (POPS) 

was utilised to assess social perceptions. The POPS is a 30-item questionnaire that 

assesses generalised perceptions of peers and friendships as well as perceptions of self 

in the context of peer relationships, which was originally developed by Rudolph, 
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Hammen and Burge (1995), and later revised by Rudolph and Clark (2001). Participants 

responded on a 4-point scale from 1 (almost never) to 4 (almost all the time). An 

example item from the self-scale is ‘there are a lot of things about me that other kids 

really like’. An example item from the peer subscale is ‘other kids cannot be trusted’. 

Scores on the POPS scale are averaged for each participant, with higher scores 

reflecting more negative perceptions of peer relationships. Adequate inter-item 

correlations have been reported for these subscales in the past with α = .74 and .75 

(peers subscale) and α = .78 and .83 (self subscale); (Rudolph & Clark, 2001; Rudolph 

et al., 1995 respectively). Because the POPS had not been used with Australian 

adolescents, the factor structure of the POPS was examined prior to forming subscales 

for use in analyses (see Results section). The few previous studies that have utilised the 

POPS measure with US students have not reported analyses of the factor structure (e.g. 

Rudolph et al., 1995).

Peer-Report Measures

Relational aggression. As has been done in previous research (Crick & Grotpeter, 

1995), participants were presented with a list of three behaviours to nominate 

classmates who engage in relational aggression. An example item is ‘this person 

spreads rumours, gossips or talks behind other people’s backs’. Participants nominated 

three peers from their consenting class list who engaged in each of the three behaviours. 

Participants could nominate either girls or boys, but could not nominate themselves. 

Participants were not restricted to nominating only girls or only boys; this allowed for 

an examination of the level of relational aggression across both genders and more tests 

of gender differences. The number of nominations each participant received from peers 

was calculated and was then standardized within classrooms to adjust for unequal class 

sizes. These items had a high interitem correlation in the current study, Cronbach’s α = 

.80.
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Peer acceptance. To measure peer acceptance, participants were provided a list of 

all classmates who had parental consent to participate. Participants rated each classmate 

on a scale ranging from 1 (do not like much) to 5 (like very much). On average, 

classrooms had 19 students, so each participant received an average of 18 ratings. 

Scores were averaged for each participant providing an average indicator of how well 

each was accepted by his or her classmates. Averaged scores ranged between 1 and 5,

with higher scores indicating greater peer acceptance and lower indicating greater peer 

rejection. The use of this type of rating scale has been described as providing 

information concerning the level each participant is accepted within the peer group in 

general (Hymel et al., 1990). 

Procedure

Ethical clearance was obtained from the Human Research Ethics Committee of 

Griffith University and approval was given by the Queensland Department of Education 

prior to beginning this study. After approvals, Principals of potential participating 

schools were contacted. The three schools approached agreed to participate. Principals 

were notified of the research aims and procedures and provided a copy of the 

questionnaire. Permission from class teachers was also sought as a courtesy before data 

collection. All classes participated in the study. 

Prior to beginning data collection, parental consent forms were distributed to 

students to take home to their parents. Participants were given a two-week period to 

return parental consent forms to the school. On these forms, parents were requested to 

provide contact information and basic demographic information (e.g., educational 

background, ethnicity, family composition). Incentives were provided for consent form 

return (regardless of participation), such as a small prize (e.g., a lollipop). Within each 

school, a competition was put in place for the class with the highest form return rate (i.e. 

a pizza party). 
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Students completed questionnaires in their normal classrooms, during regular class 

hours. Test booklets were distributed to all students who had parental consent. Those 

who did not have consent engaged in an alternate task prescribed by the class teacher. 

Test administrators (all Psychologists) read the test instructions aloud and ensured 

participants had a clear understanding before commencing. Non-teacher assistants 

(psychologists or psychology undergraduate students) were also present in every 

classroom for individual help. Instructions were given concerning the confidentiality of 

participants’ responses and the voluntary nature of participation. Participants were 

informed of individual debriefing opportunities if they felt distressed for any reason at 

the end of the testing period. Five participants chose to speak with the researchers 

regarding issues of bullying, friendships and difficulties in the home environment. The 

participants’ permission was then gained to contact their parents, and relevant referral 

options were provided. At the end of the testing period, participants were given 

lollipops for their participation. Contact was made with parents of children who had 

total scores of 20 or greater on the Child Depression Inventory (Kovacs, 1985) to notify 

of these difficulties. 
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Results

Factor Analysis of the Perceptions of Peers and Self Scale (POPS)

Because few studies have used the POPS and no previous study has used the 

POPS with Australian students, a principal components analysis was conducted to 

determine the factor structure of the 30-item self-report POPS scale. Prior to factor 

analysis, correlations between items were examined. Two items were not highly 

correlated (rs < .3) with any other items and were excluded from the factor analysis. 

These two items in shortened form were ‘not knowing how others will act’ and ‘not 

being friends once you had a fight’. The remaining 28 items were submitted to a 

principal components analysis with an oblique rotation (direct oblimin). The number of 

factors to extract was determined using the criterion of an eigenvalue greater than 1 and 

by examining the scree plot. 

A four-factor solution was obtained with all items loading above .30 on at least 

one factor (see Table 7.1). Three complex items were found (i.e. had loadings on two or 

more factors that were above .30). These were evaluated according to the strength of the 

loading on each factor, as well as each item’s conceptual link to other items. In each 

case, the highest loading determined the factor inclusion of the item. It can be seen in 

Table 7.1 that items referring to social strengths loaded on Factors 1 and 3, while items 

referring to social deficits loaded on Factors 2 and 4. In addition, two factors (Factors 1 

and 4) involved perceptions of the self in peer relationships and two factors (Factors 2 

and 3) involved perceptions of peers. In order, these factors were labelled self-

perceptions of social adequacy (9 items), perceptions of peer group exclusion and 

distrust (8 items), perceptions of peers as reliable (6 items), and self-perceptions of 

social unassertiveness (5 items). 

The variance accounted for by each factor in the final factor analysis was 23.6% 

(eigenvalue = 7.1), 9.6% (eigenvalue = 2.9), 5.0% (eigenvalue = 1.5), and 4.8% 
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(eigenvalue = 1.4), respectively. Reliability analyses indicated adequate interitem 

correlations among the items on each factor, which are shown in Table 7.1. As the 

previous studies using this measure (Rudolph & Clark, 2001; Rudolph et al., 1995) did 

not publish interitem correlations and factor structures, the current findings cannot be 

compared. However, the reliability for each of these subscales was high and similar to 

the reliability reported in these previous studies. 

The factor structure was similar in an analysis of boys only compared to an 

analysis of girls only. Correlations between the factors (absolute values) ranged from r

= .27 to r = .62, all p < .01 (see Table 7.2), with the strongest correlation between 

perceptions of peers as reliable and self-perceptions of social adequacy and the weakest 

correlation between perceptions of peers as reliable and self-perceptions of social 

unassertiveness. This provided evidence that the derived factors shared a small-to-

moderate amount of variance, but each was assessing distinct aspects of adolescents’ 

perceptions of their peer acceptance and their peer relationships. 

Sub-scale totals for perceptions of peer relationships. Subscale scores were 

calculated by totalling the corresponding items on each factor for each participant. The 

direction of the scoring for the two positive factors was then reflected to a negative 

direction, so that higher scores on each subscale indicated more negative perceptions of 

the relational self and peer relationships. Thus, Factors 1 and 3 were renamed to 

represent negative perceptions of peer relationships (i.e. perceptions of peers as 

unreliable and self-perceptions of social inadequacy.) 
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Table 7.1

Perceptions of Peers and Self Scale: Results of Principal Components Analysis with 

Oblique Rotation, and Descriptive Statistics and Reliabilities for the Four Subscales

Reliabilities (α)

Shortened scale items

Item-total 

correlation

Factor 

loading

Overall α if  

item 

removed Overall Boys Girls

Factor 1: Self-perceptions of social adequacy

Makes friends really easily. .64 .71 .70 .75 .72 .80

Makes kids laugh. .44 .69 .72

Be a really good friend. .64 .68 .70

Fun to be with. .52 .68 .72

Things about me that other kids like. .60 .60 .70

Helping others when they are upset. .43 .58 .73

Know how to keep them as a friend. .46 .46 .72

Play the games that I suggest. .34 .42 .74

Like you, even if you have some 

faults.

.31 .41 .81

Factor 2: Perceptions of peer group exclusion and distrust

Leave you out when other kids to 

play with.

.62 .71 .76 .80 .79 .82

Can be pretty mean. .53 .66 .78

Gossip about you when you’re not 

around.

.48 .64 .78

Put you down or tease you if they 

have a chance.

.53 .64 .78

Cannot be trusted. .43 .52 .79

Too different from other kids to fit 

in.

.55 .51 .77

Really out to get you. .48 .51 .78

Do not want to be around me. .48 .49 .78

(table continues)
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Table 7.1 (continued) 

Perceptions of Peers and Self Scale: Results of Principal Components Analysis with 

Oblique Rotation, and Descriptive Statistics and Reliabilities for the Four Subscales

Reliabilities (α)

Shortened scale items

Item-total 

Correlation

Factor 

loading

Overall α if  

item 

removed Overall Boys Girls

Factor 3: Perceptions of peers as reliable

Stick up for you. .63 .74 .70 .77 .77 .76

Cheer you up when you’re upset. .53 .71 .73

Helpful when you need them. .54 .69 .72

Easy to get along with. .42 .53 .75

Take your side. .45 .53 .75

Stay friends with you. .50 .47 .73

Factor 4: Self-perceptions of social unassertiveness

Get into a fight, not good at ending 

it.

.31 .64 .60 .62 .64 .58

Not good at standing up for myself. .40 .63 .56

Waste of time to be friends with me. .45 .62 .55

Not good at getting a turn with it. .41 .48 .56

Letting me join in their games. .35 .43 .58

Test of Analytical Assumptions and Transformation of Variables 

Prior to conducting further analyses, the assumption of normality of variable 

distributions was checked using the KS-Lilliefors test. All measured variables showed 

significant skew, z > 3.29, p < .01, with the exception of peer acceptance. All 

significantly skewed variables exhibited positive skew. Some transformations were 

conducted based on guidelines provided by Tabachnick and Fiddell (2001) in order to 
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improve distributions of the variables. Square root transformations were applied when 

there was moderate positive skew and logarithmic transformations were applied when 

there was substantial positive skew. For standardised variables to be transformed, a 

constant was added in order to make all scores positive. 

Transformation of the relational aggression scores (log transformation) did not 

significantly improve skew; therefore this was not retained for further analyses. Skew 

was significantly reduced and approaching normality (i.e. approaching z = 3.29) after 

square root transformations were applied to the measure of social worries and the four 

subscales of perceptions of peers and self. Skew was significantly reduced after 

logarithmic transformations were applied to depressive symptoms and relational 

victimisation. The transformed measures of depressive symptoms, social worries, 

relational victimisation and the four subscales of perceptions of peers and self were used 

in all analyses with the exception of the reporting of descriptive statistics. 

Univariate outliers were also assessed. Outliers were identified by a standardised 

score z

scores were also inspected for data entry errors and whether removal from analyses 

influenced findings. Four outliers with high relational aggression scores were identified. 

Removal of these four participants from the analyses (reported below) resulted in little 

change to the findings. Hence, because these participants appeared to have valid 

responses and did not overly influence the results, they were maintained. After 

transforming variables, no outlying data points were identified for other measures (with 

the exception of one outlier on the measure of peer group exclusion and distrust). 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations between Variables

Table 7.2 provides the means and standard deviations of all variables, as well as 

the Pearson’s correlations between all variables. Depressive symptoms and social 

worries were significantly positively correlated, r = .41, p < .01. This shows that these 
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constructs of socioemotional functioning are somewhat related, however, still deserve 

separate attention. Because this correlation indicates much of the variance in depression 

and worries is not shared, it is possible that each may be associated with different 

aspects of peer relationships. For example, when Rudolph et al. (1997) examined 

generalised anxiety separate from depression symptoms, preadolescents’ negative 

cognitive representations of peers were more strongly related with depressive symptoms 

than anxiety symptoms. Additionally, anxiety was more strongly related with self-

perceptions of competence than depression symptoms. 

Correlations also showed that investigating the four subscales of perceptions of 

peer relationships may assist in identifying particular perceptions that are most and least 

relevant to early adolescents’ socioemotional functioning. Of the four subscales of 

perceptions of peer relations, it was perception of peer group exclusion and distrust that 

was most highly correlated with depressive symptoms, r = .60, p < .01 and with social 

worries, r = .40, p < .01. In contrast, other perception of peer relationships subscales had 

significant but slightly lower correlations with depressive symptoms, rs ranged from .37 

to .42, all p < .01, and social worries rs ranged from .20 to .38, all p < .05. 

Regarding relational victimisation and perceptions of peer relationships, it was 

again perceptions of peer group exclusion and distrust that was strongly associated with 

relational victimisation, r = .73; other perceptions of peer relationships had lower 

correlations with victimisation, rs ranged from .23 to .38, all p < .01. A similar pattern 

was found for correlations between relational aggression and perceptions of peer 

relationships, but in this case perception of peer group exclusion and distrust was the 

only one of the four subscales significantly associated with aggression, r = .15, p < .05.

As shown in Table 7.2, peer acceptance was negatively associated with relational 

aggression, r = -.22, and relational victimisation, r = -.28, both p < .01. In addition, 

there was a modest correlation between aggression and victimisation, r = .21. 
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Table 7.2 

Means, Standard Deviations and Correlations between the Study Variables (N = 279)

Variable M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Relational aggression .01 (.85) --

2. Peer acceptance 3.32 (.59) -.22** --

3. Depressive symptoms 8.31 (7.45) .16** -.24** --

4. Social worries 7.42 (4.75) -.07 -.15** .41** --

5. Relational victimisation 6.39 (2.51) .21** -.28** .45** .32** --

6. Self-perceptions of social inadequacy 1.87 (.54) .04 -.20** .42** .29** .23** --

7. Peer group exclusion and distrust 1.79 (.55) .15* -.28** .60** .40** .73** .38** --

8. Perceptions of peers as unreliable 1.66 (.54) .02 -.21** .37** .20** .27** .62** .38** --

9. Self-perceptions of social unassertiveness 1.76 (.58) -.06 -.14* .39** .38** .38** .30** .44** .27**

*p < .05. **p < .01.
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Gender Differences

Gender differences in all variables were tested with analysis of variance (ANOVA; 

see Table 7.3). Because of multiple tests, a Bonferroni correction was used resulting in a 

critical α level of .005. Two gender differences were found. There was a significant 

difference in relational aggression, F(1, 277) = 21.36; p < .001, with girls scoring 

significantly higher in peer nominations of relational aggression compared to boys. In 

addition, there was a gender difference in self-perceptions of social unassertiveness, F(1,

277) = 7.58; p = .006; boys perceived themselves to be more unassertive than girls. 

Table 7.3 

Gender Differences for all Variables (N = 279)

Dependent variable Group M SD F(1, 277) p Cohen’s d

Relational aggression Boys

Girls

-.22

.24

.61

.99

21.36 .000 .57

Peer acceptance Boys

Girls

3.33

3.30

.57

.61

.16 .687 .05

Depressive symptoms Boys

Girls

7.82

8.80

6.71

8.12

.21 .650 .13

Social worries Boys

Girls

7.16

7.68

5.20

4.26

1.97 .162 .11

Relational victimisation Boys

Girls

6.28

6.50

2.36

2.66

.35 .557 .09

Self-perceptions of social inadequacy Boys

Girls

1.92

1.83

.58

.51

1.90 .170 .16

Peer group exclusion and distrust Boys

Girls

1.80

1.78

.53

.57

.20 .657 .04

Perceptions of peers as unreliable Boys

Girls

1.72

1.59

.54

.54

4.28 .039 .24

Self-perceptions of social 

unassertiveness

Boys

Girls

1.86

1.67

.63

.52

7.58 .006 .33

Note. n = 140 boys and n = 139 girls.
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Gender Moderating Associations of Socioemotional Functioning with Relational 

Aggression and Victimisation

The associations between relational aggression and depressive symptoms, and 

between relational victimisation and depressive symptoms, were expected to be stronger 

for girls than for boys. In conjunction with these analyses, socioemotional functioning 

was further examined by also assessing similar associations of social worries with 

aggression, victimisation and gender. 

Prior to testing these moderating effects of gender, the relevant correlations between 

all variables and the distributions of scores were examined separately for boys and girls. 

As seen in Table 7.2, a significant bivariate correlation was found between relational 

aggression and depressive symptoms, r = .16; p < .01. When examined separately for 

girls and boys, the correlation between relational aggression and depressive symptoms 

was significant among girls, r = .24, p < .01 and was significantly larger than the 

correlation found among boys, r = .04, p = .60, z = 1.95, p = .05. Turning to relational 

victimisation, as seen in Table 7.2, a significant bivariate correlation was found between 

relational victimisation and depressive symptoms, r = .45; p < .01. This correlation did 

not differ for boys compared to girls, with r = .46, p < .01 and r = .45, p < .01, 

respectively, z = .10, p = .92. 

A hierarchical multiple regression analysis was conducted to test whether gender 

moderated the association between depressive symptoms and relational aggression after 

accounting for relational victimisation (see Table 7.4). In this model, depressive symptom 

level was the dependent variable. In Step 1 relational aggression, relational victimisation 

and gender (boys = 0, girls = 1) were entered. The independent variables accounted for 

20.8% of the variance in depressive symptoms, F(3, 275) = 24.11; p < .001. Relational 

 = .44, p <.001, 



Relational Aggression     79

 = .08, p  = -.01, p = .771, were not 

significantly associated with depressive symptoms.

Table 7.4

Hierarchical Regression Analysis Examining the Moderating Effect of Gender upon the 

Association of Depressive Symptoms with Relational Aggression and Victimisation (N = 

279)

Independent variables B SE B

Step 1

A - Gender

B - Relational aggression 

C – Relational victimisation 

-.02

.08

1.11

.10

.06

.14

-.01

.08

.44**

Step 2a

A - Gender

B - Relational aggression 

C - Relational victimisation

A X B

-.00

-.01

1.11

.13

.10

.11

.14

.13

-.00

-.01

.43**

.10

Step 2b

A - Gender

B - Relational aggression 

C - Relational victimisation

A X C

-.02

.08

1.16

-.01

.10

.06

.20

.04

-.01

.08

.45**

-.03

Note. R
2

 = .21 for Step 1; R

2 

= .003 for Step 2a; R

2 

= .000 for Step 2b.

*p < .05. **p < .01

In Step 2a, the interaction between gender and relational aggression was entered to 

examine the moderating role of gender. This interaction term was constructed by 

multiplying the indicator of each adolescent’s gender by his/her relational aggression 

score. Although Jaccard, Turrisi and Wan (1990) suggest centring continuous variables 
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before constructing interaction terms, relational aggression was not centred as it was 

already standardised with a mean of 0. The interaction term produced a nonsignificant R
2 

change of 0.3%; F(1, 274) = .94; p = .333. Hence, despite the correlations between 

depressive symptoms and relational aggression differing between girls and boys, this 

nonsignificant interaction effect indicates that this difference was not significant after 

relational victimisation was accounted for. 

When the interaction term of relational victimisation and gender was entered at Step 

2b, this also did not produce a significant R
2 

change, R

2

 = .000, F(1, 274) = .18; p = 

.732. Therefore, gender also did not moderate the association between relational 

victimisation and depressive symptoms.

Prior to testing moderating effects of gender on the associations of social worries 

with relational aggression and victimisation, the relevant correlations between all 

variables and the distributions of scores were examined separately for boys and girls. As 

seen in Table 7.2, no correlation was found between relational aggression and social 

worries, r = .07; p = .27. When correlations between relational aggression and social 

worries were examined separately for girls and boys, there was no correlation among 

girls, r = .-.10, p = .23, and among boys, r = -.09, p = .28. Turning to relational 

victimisation, as seen in Table 7.2, a significant bivariate correlation was found between 

relational victimisation and social worries, r = .32; p < .01. This correlation differed for 

boys and girls, with r = .41, p < .01 and r = .26, p < .01, respectively (with a z test 

confirming a significant difference in these correlations; z = 1.40, p = .16). The 

association was stronger for boys than girls.

To examine this further, multiple regression modelling was used to test whether 

gender significantly moderated the associations of social worries with relational 

aggression and victimisation (see Table 7.5). This model was significant at Step 1, F(3,

275) = 14.34; p < .001. When the interaction of relational aggression and gender was 
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entered at Step 2a this did not produce a significant R
2 

change, R

2

 = .000, F(1, 274) = 

.06; p = .807. When the interaction term of relational victimisation and gender was 

entered at Step 2b this also did not produce a significant R
2 

change, R

2

 = .006, F(1, 274) 

= 2.01; p = .157. Therefore, gender did not moderate the association between relational 

aggression and social worries, or the association between relational victimisation and 

social worries after accounting for both relational aggression and victimisation.

Table 7.5 

Hierarchical Regression Analysis Examining the Moderating Effect of Gender upon the 

Association of Social Worries with Relational Aggression and Victimisation (N = 279)

Independent variables B SE B

Step 1

    A - Gender

    B - Relational aggression 

C - Relational victimisation 

.22

-.19

.95

.11

.07

.15

.12*

-.17**

.35**

Step 2a

A - Gender

B - Relational aggression 

C - Relational victimisation

A X B

.22

-.21

.95

.04

.11

.12

.15

.14

.12*

-.19

.35**

.03

Step 2b

A - Gender

B - Relational aggression 

C - Relational victimisation

A X C

.22

-.18

1.17

-.06

.11

.07

.22

.04

.12*

-.16**

.43**

-.12

Note. R
2

 = .14 for Step 1; R

2 

= .000 for Step 2a, R

2 

= .006 for Step 2b

*p < .05. **p < .01
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Negative Perceptions of Peer Relationships as a Mediator 

Multiple regression models were estimated to test the hypothesised mediating role 

of social perceptions in the link between relational aggression and depressive 

symptoms, and the link between relational victimisation and depressive symptoms. Two 

models were estimated to examine these two mediational hypotheses. 

Relational Aggression, negative perceptions of peer relationships and depressive 

symptoms. Relational aggression and negative perceptions of peer relationships were 

expected to be associated with adolescents’ depressive symptoms, with perceptions 

mediating the association between relational aggression and depressive symptoms. As 

previously stated, in order for a mediating relationship to be found, all of the variables 

(i.e. the independent, mediators and dependent variables) are required to exhibit 

significant bivariate associations (Baron & Kenny, 1986). As can be seen in Table 7.2, 

all four subscales of negative perceptions of peer relationships had significant 

associations with depressive symptoms as predicted, ranging between r = .37 to r = .60, 

p < .01. However, the only bivariate association of relational aggression with negative 

perceptions of peer relationships was with the subscale of perceptions of peer group 

exclusion and distrust, r = .15, p < .05. Therefore, only this variable was tested as a 

potential mediator using a separate hierarchical regression (see Table 7.6). Furthermore, 

the mediational role of perceptions of peer relationships in explaining the association 

between social worries and relational aggression was not tested given that no correlation 

was found between social worries and relation al aggression, r = -.07, p = .27.

To first examine associations of depressive symptoms with relational aggression 

and negative perceptions of peer relationships, a hierarchical regression model was 

tested (see Table 7.6). In Step 1, relational aggression explained 2.7% of the variance in 

adolescents’ depressive symptoms; F(1, 277) = 7.69; p = .006. A further 33.5% of the 

variance was explained when perception of exclusion and distrust was entered in Step 2; 
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F(1, 276) = 144.90; p < .01. After Step 2, 36.2% of the variance in depressive 

symptoms was accounted for by both variables in the model, F(2, 276) = 78.29; p < .01. 

In regards to gender, boys and girls did not differ in depressive symptoms (see Table 

7.3) and the results presented in Table 7.6 did not change when gender was included as 

a covariate.

Table 7.6 

Hierarchical Regression Analysis Testing the Mediational Role of Perception of Peer 

Group Exclusion and Distrust in the Association between Relational Aggression and 

Depressive Symptoms (N = 279)

Independent variables B SE B

Step 1

Relational aggression .17 .06 .16**

Step 2

Relational aggression

Perception of exclusion and distrust

.08

2.66

.05

.22

.08

.59**

Note. R
2

 = .027 for Step 1; R

2 

= .335 for Step 2 (p < .01).

** p < .01.

After entering perception of exclu

coefficient for relational aggression reduced from .16 to .08, with the coefficient no 

longer being significant (see Figure 7.1). The Sobel (1982) test was conducted to examine 

the significance of the indirect effect of relational aggression on depressive symptoms via 

perception of peer exclusion and distrust. The Sobel test can be used to assess full and 

partial mediating effects, and is designed for use with larger sample sizes (i.e. greater 

than N = 50). In conducting the Sobel test, the unstandardised coefficient and error for the 
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association between relational aggression and perception of exclusion and distrust was 

calculated in a separate regression. Furthermore, the unstandardised coefficient and error 

was also obtained for each mediating factor in Step 2 of the regression (see Table 7.6). 

These values were used in the Sobel test equation and this showed a significant indirect 

effect of relational aggression on depressive symptoms via peer exclusion and distrust, z

= 2.45, p = .014.

Figure 7.1. Perception of exclusion and distrust fully mediating the association between 

relational aggression and depressive symptoms.

*p < .05. **p < .01.  

Relational victimisation, negative perceptions of peer relationships and depressive 

symptoms. Relational victimisation and negative perceptions of peer relationships were 

expected to be associated with adolescents’ depressive symptoms; however the four 

subscales of negative perceptions of peer relationships were each expected to mediate this 

association. In order for a mediating relationship to be found, all of the variables (i.e. the 

independent, mediators and dependent variables) are required to exhibit significant 

bivariate associations with each other (Baron & Kenny, 1986). As can be seen in Table 

7.2, all bivariate associations met these conditions and also supported study hypotheses. 

Table 7.7 summarises the results of a hierarchical regression analyses testing the potential 

mediating effects of the four subscales of negative perceptions of peer relationships. 

.08 (reduced from .16*)

.60**.15*
Relational 

aggression

Perceptions of 

exclusion and distrust

Depressive 

symptoms
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Table 7.7 

Hierarchical Regression Analysis Testing the Mediational Role of Negative Perceptions 

of Peer Relationships in the Association between Relational Victimisation and 

Depressive Symptoms (N = 279)

Independent variables B SE B

Step 1

Relational victimisation 1.15 .14 .45**

Step 2

Relational Victimisation

Self-perception of social inadequacy

Perception of exclusion and distrust

Perception of peers as unreliable

Self-perception of social unassertiveness

.10

1.93

.84

.24

.52

.18

.33

.28

.26

.22

.04

.43**

.18**

.05

.12*

Note. R
2

 = .203 for Step 1; R

2 

= .213 for Step 2 (p < .01).

*p < .05. ** p < .01.

In Step 1, relational victimisation explained 20.3% of the variance in adolescents’ 

depressive symptoms; F(1, 277) = 70.48; p < .001. A further 21.3% of the variance was 

explained when the four subscales of negative perceptions of peer relationships were 

entered in Step 2; F(4, 273) = 24.93; p < .01. After Step 2, 41.6% of the variance in 

depressive symptoms was accounted for by all variables in the model, F(5, 273) = 38.91; 

p < .01. Relational victimisation was no longer independently associated with depressive 

symptoms after the negative perceptions of peer relationships were entered in the model 

at Step 2. The magnitude of 

Perception of peers as unreliable was the only one of the subscales that was not 

significantly associated with depressive symptoms. As boys and girls did not differ in 
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.27**

.23** .18**

.38** .12*

.43**.73**

depressive symptoms (see Table 7.3), and the results presented in Table 7.7 did not 

change when gender was included as a covariate, this was not incorporated into the 

model.

Figure 7.2. Negative perceptions of peer relationships mediating the relationship 

between relational victimisation and depressive symptoms. 

*p < .05. **p < .01.

The Sobel (1982) test was used to determine the significance of the indirect effect 

of relational victimisation on depressive symptoms via each of the four measures of

negative perceptions of peer relationships in Figure 7.2. In conducting the Sobel test, the 

unstandardised coefficient and error for the association between relational victimisation 

and each subscale of negative perceptions of peer relationships was calculated in separate 

regressions. Furthermore, the unstandardised coefficient and error were also obtained for 

each mediating factor in Step 2 of the regression (see Table 7.7). Perception of social 

inadequacy was found to be a significant mediating variable, z = 2.39, p = .017; 

perception of peer group exclusion and distrust was a significant mediator, z = 5.50, p < 

.001; and self-perception of social unassertiveness was also a significant mediator, z = 

Relational 

victimisation

Perceptions of peers 

as unreliable (3)

Depressive 

symptoms .05

Self-perceptions of 

social 

unassertiveness (4)

Self-perceptions of 

social 

inadequacy (1)

Perceptions of 

exclusion and 

distrust (2)
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2.21, p = .027. Perception of peers as unreliable was not a significant mediator in the 

model; z = .89, p = .371. 

This above analysis was also conducted with social worries as a second outcome 

variable to determine if similar mediating effects occurred. As can be seen in Table 7.2, 

all bivariate associations met the conditions according to Baron and Kenny (1986), and 

also supported study hypotheses. Table 7.8 summarises the results of a hierarchical 

regression analyses testing the potential mediating effects of the four subscales of 

negative perceptions of peer relationships.

Table 7.8 

Hierarchical Regression Analysis Testing the Mediational Role of Negative Perceptions 

of Peer Relationships in the Association between Relational Victimisation and Social 

Worries (N = 279)

Independent variables B SE B

Step 1

Relational victimisation .87 .15 .32**

Step 2

Relational Victimisation

Self-perception of social inadequacy

Perception of exclusion and distrust

Perception of peers as unreliable

Self-perception of social unassertiveness

.15

.78

1.04

-.28

1.01

.21

.33

.40

.31

.27

.06

.16*

.22**

.06

.23**

Note. R
2

 = .104 for Step 1; R

2 

= .212 for Step 2 (p < .01).

*p < .05. ** p < .01.
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.27**

.23** .16*

.38**

.22**.73**

In Step 1, relational victimisation explained 10.4% of the variance in adolescents’ 

social worries; F(1, 277) = 32.18; p < .001. A further 21.2% of the variance was 

explained when the four subscales of negative perceptions of peer relationships were 

entered in Step 2; F(4, 273) = 10.73; p < .01. After Step 2, 22.6% of the variance in social 

worries was accounted for by all variables in the model, F(5, 273) = 38.91; p < .01. 

Relational victimisation was no longer independently associated with social worries after 

subscales of negative perceptions of peer relationships were entered in the model at Step 

2. The magnitude of the 

the previous analysis, perception of peers as unreliable was the only one of the subscales 

of negative perceptions of peer relationships that was not significantly associated with 

social worries. Boys and girls did not differ in social worries (see Table 7.3) and the 

results presented in Table 7.8 did not change when gender was included as a covariate.

Figure 7.3. Negative perceptions of peer relationships mediating the relationship 

between relational victimisation and social worries. 

*p < .05. **p < .01.

**)

Relational 

victimisation

Perceptions of peers 

as unreliable (3)

Social 

Worries-.06

Self-perceptions of 

social 

unassertiveness (4)

Self-perceptions of 

social

inadequacy (1)

.23**

Perceptions of

exclusion and 

distrust (2)
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The Sobel (1982) test was used to determine the significance of the indirect of 

relational victimisation on social worries via each of the four measures of negative 

perceptions of peer relationships. Results were similar to the previous analyses where 

depressive symptoms was the outcome variable. Again, perception of social inadequacy 

was found to be a significant mediating variable, z = 2.00, p = .046; perception of peer 

group exclusion and distrust was a significant mediator, z = 2.56, p = .010; and self-

perception of social unassertiveness was also a significant mediator, z = 3.32, p < .001. 

Perception of peers as unreliable was not a significant mediator in the model; z = -.88, p = 

.379. 

Participant Groupings and Socioemotional Functioning 

Finally, participants who differed in their profiles of gender, aggression, 

victimisation and peer perceptions or status were identified and compared. The purpose of 

these analyses was to identify girls and boys who may be most at risk of developing 

clinical levels of depressive symptoms and social worries.

Gender and Relational Aggression Groupings, and Socioemotional Functioning 

To further examine how depressive symptoms and social worries were associated 

with relational aggression and gender four groups were formed, which were differentiated 

by level of relational aggression and gender. Individuals who were high in relational 

aggression were identified based on scores above the 4
th

 quartile of z = .33, and this group 

was further split according to participants’ gender. A low-to-average relational aggression 

group was formed based on scores equal to or below z = .33, and again split according to 

participants’ gender. 

The determination of the cut-off used to identify a high versus low-average level of 

relational aggression involved much consideration. Most studies have used the continuous 

scoring of relational aggression. This can make it difficult to capture associated social 

difficulties when gender disparities occur in the distribution of variance (such as Rys & 



Relational Aggression     90

Bear, 1997; Tomada & Schneider, 1997). More specifically, it was found in these studies 

that the variance of relational aggression peer nomination scores was much larger for girls 

compared to boys. This was also the case for the current study. In Crick’s (1995) 

development of her relational aggression peer nomination measure, she also evaluated the 

issue of cut-offs and how to determine a high level of relational aggression. In this 

previous study, the criterion was half a standard deviation above the sample mean for 

relational aggression. By using this method, more relationally aggressive boys were 

captured (i.e. 5.6% of the boys) compared to using an ‘extreme criteria’ of one standard 

deviation as used in Crick and Grotpeter (1995), where only 2.8% of the boys were 

captured. When these studies were evaluated, this non-extreme criterion appeared to 

support the decision to use the 4
th

 quartile of relational aggression scores in the current 

study. Crick and Grotpeter did state that future studies need to “evaluate the degree to 

which the extreme nature of the aggressive groups identified and gender impact on the 

obtained results” (p.316) in studies of aggression. After looking at the distributions of 

relational aggression for the current sample and for boys and girls separately, using the 4
th

quartile was found to capture those in the group more prone to relationally aggressive 

behaviours, while also allowing a large enough sample size for analyses and including 

sufficient boys and girls. Those in the 3
rd

 quartile were considered to have average levels 

of relational aggression, while individuals in the 1
st

 and 2
nd

 quartiles were considered as 

low in relational aggression.  

Group 1 included boys low-average in relational aggression, n = 120, 43.0% of 

sample; group 2 included boys high in relational aggression, n = 20, 7.2% of sample; 

group 3 included girls’ low-average in relational aggression, n = 89, 31.9% of sample; 

and group 4 included girls’ high in relational aggression, n = 50, 17.9% of sample. A one-

way analysis of variance was conducted with depressive symptoms (transformed) as the 

dependent variable. Descriptive data also are provided for untransformed depressive 
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scores. All differences with p < .10 are highlighted, as it has been argued that small 

differences can be of significant importance (Crick, Ostrov, & Werner, 2006). In addition, 

post-hoc pairwise comparisons were conducted and significant differences were 

determined by the criteria of p < .05. 

Depressive symptoms. Groups separated according to gender and level of relational 

aggression showed marginal differences in depressive symptoms, F(3, 275) = 2.25; p = 

.083. Overall it can be seen in Figure 7.4 and 7.5 that females high in relational 

aggression were significantly higher in depressive symptoms compared to boys high in 

relational aggression, and both girls and boys low in relational aggression. In particular, 

post-hoc pairwise comparisons showed that girls high in relational aggression, 

transformed M = 2.17, SD = .77; untransformed M = 10.26, SD = 7.96, had significantly 

higher depressive symptoms score than boys who were low in relational aggression, 

transformed M = 1.86, SD = .83; untransformed M = 7.68, SD = 6.40, p = .044, and girls 

who were low in relational aggression, transformed M = 1.77, SD = .99; untransformed M

= 7.98, SD = 8.13, p = .011 (see Figure 7.4). Boys who were high in relational aggression 

had a mean depressive symptom score that fell in-between these other groups, 

transformed M = 1.85, SD = 1.04; untransformed M = 8.65, SD = 8.49, but did not 

significantly differ, p > .05. 

Social worries. When social worries was examined, again, there was a marginal 

group difference, F(3, 275) = 2.23; p = .085 (see Figure 7.5). It was found that social 

worries were not significantly higher for boys or girls who were high in relational 

aggression. Specifically, pairwise comparisons revealed only one group difference; girls 

low in relational aggression report the most social worries, transformed M = 2.72, SD = 

.76; untransformed M = 7.98, SD = 4.20, but their worries were significantly greater than 

only the group of boys who were high in relational aggression, transformed M = 2.16, SD

= .71; untransformed M = 5.15, SD = 3.45, p = .016. 
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Figure 7.4.  Depressive symptoms by gender and relational aggression groupings. 

Note. Depressive symptoms level was log transformed. RA = relational aggression.
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Figure 7.5. Average social worries by gender and relational aggression groupings. 

Note. Social worries square root transformed. RA = relational aggression.
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Social Profiles and Socioemotional Functioning  

Using similar procedures to Graham, Bellmore, and Juvonen (2003) and Zimmer-

Gembeck, Hunter, and Pronk (2007), subgroups of participants were examined for 

depressive symptoms
1

 based on peer-reports of relational aggression and peer acceptance, 

and self-reports of relational victimisation and perceptions of peer group exclusion and 

distrust. Different combinations of social profiles were examined to determine the level 

of depressive symptoms shown among each subgroup of early adolescents. 

Participants were classified into a group based on percentile scores, with 

problematic social characteristics considered as high perceptions of exclusion and distrust 

for those in the 4
th

 quartile, above 1.4577, n = 76; high relational aggression for those in 

the 4
th

 quartile, above .3302, n = 70; high relational victimisation for those in the 4
th

quartile, above 1.9459, n = 102 (there were more allocated to this group because of many 

scores at the cut-off), and those low in peer acceptance in the 1
st

 quartile, below 2.8889, n

= 70. All remaining participants (i.e. in the other 3 quartiles) were placed in the 

‘normative’ comparison group. The quartile cut-offs were used to be consistent across all 

variables, and to also ensure adequate sample size for comparisons to be made. 

Transformed variables were used for perceptions of exclusion and distrust and relational 

victimisation. The perception of exclusion and distrust variable was used for these social 

profile analyses as this subscale of negative peer cognitions had the strongest association 

with depressive symptoms. The variable of peer acceptance was used in these analyses 

with the aim to further explain social relationships and functioning. Pairs of these 

dichotomised variables yielded six sets of four groups (labelled A, B, C, D, E and F, see 

Table 7.9). The depressive symptoms of the groups were compared via ANOVA and 

post-hoc pairwise comparisons. The breakdown of groupings and the number of 

participants at each level can be seen in Table 7.9. 

1

 Social worries were compared between social profile groups. Findings were similar to those comparing 

depressive symptoms. 



Relational Aggression     94

Table 7.9

Social Profile Groups Based on Two Dichotomised Scores (N = 279)

Grouping combination on two variables

Grouping Grouping variables Low, Low Low, High High, Low High, High

A Negative perceptions, 

Relational aggression

n = 157

(56.3%)

n = 46

(16.5%)

n = 52

(18.6%)

n = 24

(8.6%)

B Negative perceptions, 

Relational victimisation, 

n = 160

(57.3%)

n = 43

(15.4%)

n = 17 

(6.1%)

n = 59 

(21.1%)

C Relational aggression, 

Acceptance 

n = 51

(18.3%)

n = 158

(56.6%)

n = 19

(6.8%)

n = 51

(18.3%)

D Relational victimisation, 

Acceptance

n = 34 

(12.2%)

n = 143 

(51.3%)

n = 36 

(12.9%)

n = 66 

(23.7%)

E Relational aggression, 

Relational victimisation

n = 139

(49.8%)

n = 70 

(25.1%)

n = 38 

(13.6%)

n = 32 

(11.5%)

F Negative perceptions, 

Acceptance

n = 36

(12.9%)

n = 167

(59.9%)

n = 34

(12.2%)

n = 42

(15.1%)

Negative Perceptions of Peers Cross-tabulated with Relational Aggression and 

Victimisation

A significant difference was found after comparing groups based on negative 

perceptions of peer exclusion and distrust and relational aggression (grouping A); F(3,

275) = 27.82; p < .001 (see Figure 7.6). The two groups with high negative perceptions 

did not significantly differ from each other in depressive symptoms, p = .732, with a 

mean of 2.63, SD = .60, untransformed M = 13.87, SD = 9.50, for those high in relational 

aggression and a mean of 2.56, SD = .59, untransformed M = 12.94, SD = 8.18, for those 

low in aggression. In addition, both of these groups differed from those with more 

positive perceptions and low aggression, M = 1.58; SD = .85, untransformed M = 4.85, 

SD = 5.40, and from those with more positive perceptions and high aggression, M = 1.79; 

SD = .84, untransformed M = 5.99; SD = 5.44 (with p < .001 in all instances). Overall,
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higher depressive symptoms were seen for those with negative perceptions of peers, 

regardless of relational aggression status.
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Figure 7.6. Mean depressive symptoms within four groups that had low or high 

negative perceptions of peers (Pos Perc or Neg Perc) and low or high relational 

aggression (Low RA or High RA).

A significant group difference in depressive symptoms was found when the four 

groups defined by perception of peer group exclusion and distrust and relational 

victimisation were compared (grouping B); F(3, 275) = 28.77; p < .001 (see Figure 7.7). 

Posthoc comparisons revealed that the two groups with the highest depressive symptoms 

had negative perceptions and were either high or low in victimisation; high in negative 

perception and high in victimisation M = 2.63, SD = .57, untransformed M = 13.87, SD = 

8.70; high in negative perception and low in victimisation M = 2.41, SD = .16, 

untransformed M = 11.13, SD = 7.98. These two groups did not differ in their depressive 

symptoms, p = .315. The other two groups with positive perceptions and either low 
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victimisation or high victimisation had significantly lower mean levels of depressive 

symptoms than those with negative perceptions of their peers, M = 1.57, SD = .86; 

untransformed M = 4.81, SD = 5.28 (both p <. 001); M = 1.83, SD = .80; untransformed 

M = 6.23, SD = 5.84, respectively (p = .011, p = .001). Overall, those who had negative 

perceptions of peers and high victimisation reported more depressive symptoms than 

other groups.
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Figure 7.7. Mean depressive symptoms within four groups that had low or high 

negative perceptions of peers (Pos Perc or Neg Perc) and low or high relational 

victimisation (Low RV or High RV).

Peer Acceptance Cross-tabulated with Relational Aggression and Victimisation

When relational aggression and peer acceptance were examined in combination 

(grouping C), there was a significant difference in depressive symptoms, F(3, 275) = 

5.86; p = .001 (see Figure 7.8). Both acceptance by peers and relational aggression helped 

to identify groups who were higher in depressive symptoms. The two groups high in 
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relational aggression did not differ in depressive symptoms; high RA/accepted M = 1.98; 

SD = .86, untransformed M = 7.24, SD = 7.53, high RA/rejected M = 2.34; SD = .83, 

untransformed M = 10.38, SD = 9.12, (p = .129), with only those high RA/rejected being 

higher than participants who were low in RA/ accepted, M = 1.71; SD = .92, 

untransformed M = 5.53, SD = 7.16 (p = .003). Those who were high RA/accepted were 

not significantly different to those who were low in RA/accepted (p = .057). Those who 

were low in relational aggression but rejected, M = 2.17; SD = .74, untransformed M = 

8.76, SD = 6.82, also had significantly higher depressive symptom scores than those who 

were low in relational aggression and accepted by their peers, p = .001. The highest level 

of depressive symptoms was reported by the group of participants that was high in 

relational aggression and rejected.
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Figure 7.8. Mean depressive symptoms within four groups that had low or high 

relational aggression (Low RA or High RA) and low or high peer acceptance (rejected

or accepted).
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Victimisation also played a role in identifying groups of participants who were 

higher in depressive symptoms (grouping D), F(3, 275) = 15.42; p < .001 (see Figure 

7.9). Posthoc comparisons revealed that those who were relationally victimised and 

rejected, M = 2.48; SD = .60, untransformed M = 11.94, SD = 7.89, had higher depressive 

symptoms scores than both groups who were low in victimisation (p < .01 in both 

instances). However, the two groups who were high in victimisation did not differ from 

each other, p = .092 (with high victimisation and accepted, M = 2.19; SD = .85; 

untransformed M = 8.94, SD = 8.85). Also, participants who were low in victimisation 

and rejected, M = 1.94, SD = .82, untransformed M = 6.96, SD = 5.75, had higher 

depressive symptoms than those who were victimised and accepted, M = 1.58, SD = .88, 

untransformed M = 4.85, SD = 6.24, p = .028. The highest level of depressive symptoms 

was reported by the group of participants who were high in relational victimisation and

rejected.
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Figure 7.9. Mean depressive symptoms within four groups that had low or high 

relational victimisation (Low RV or High RV) and low or high peer acceptance 

(rejected or accepted).
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Relational Aggression and Victimisation

When victimisation was considered in combination with relational aggression, there 

was a significant difference in depressive symptoms (grouping E), F(3, 275) = 13.38; p < 

.001 (see Figure 7.10). Posthoc comparisons revealed that the two groups with the highest 

depressive symptoms had high levels of reported victimisation, and did not differ 

significantly in depressive symptoms from each other (p = .462); low aggression M = 

2.25, SD = .77, untransformed M = 9.49, SD = 8.32; and high aggression M = 2.39, SD = 

.80, untransformed M = 10.91, SD = 9.04. The other two groups with lower victimisation 

and either low aggression or high aggression had lower mean levels of depressive 

symptoms of 1.60, SD = .89; untransformed M = 4.95, SD = 5.83; and 1.82, SD = .83, 

untransformed M = 6.35, SD = 6.14 respectively, and did not differ significantly (p = 

.175). The highest level of depressive symptoms was reported by the group of 

participants who were high in relational aggression and victimisation.
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Figure 7.10. Mean depressive symptoms within four groups that had low or high 

relational aggression (Low RA or High RA) and low or high victimisation (Low RV or 

High RV).
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Negative Perceptions of Peers Cross-tabulated with Peer Acceptance

Negative perceptions of peers also played a large role in group differences in 

combination with acceptance (grouping F), F(3, 275) = 28.65; p < .001 (see Figure 7.11). 

The two groups of participants with negative perceptions of their peers, rejected M = 

2.58, SD = .60, untransformed M = 13.20, SD = 8.07; accepted M = 2.59, SD = .59, 

untransformed M = 13.33, SD = 9.05, were both high in depressive symptoms and did not 

significantly differ, p = .935. These two groups had significantly more depressive 

symptoms than those with positive perceptions regardless of peer acceptance, rejected M

= 1.88, SD = .76, untransformed M = 6.55, SD = 5.00; and accepted M = 1.57, SD = .86, 

untransformed M = 4.81, SD = 5.49 (with p < .001 in all instances). In sum, the two 

groups with negative perceptions of peers, whether or not they were high or low in peer 

acceptance, reported similar and higher depressive symptoms compared to other groups.
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Figure 7.11. Mean depressive symptoms within four groups that had low or high 

negative perceptions of peers (Pos Perc or Neg Perc) and low or high acceptance

(rejected or accepted).
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Discussion

The overall aim of Study 1 was to examine the links between relational aggression 

experiences in early adolescence, and concurrent social and emotional functioning, while 

also examining gender differences in these associations and how perceptions of peer 

relationships may mediate these associations. As anticipated, relational aggression and 

victimisation were associated with depressive symptoms and social worries, but these 

associations were better explained by also examining adolescents’ perceptions of their 

peer relationships. For example, negative perceptions of peer relationships did mediate 

associations between relational aggression experiences and socioemotional functioning. 

In particular, perceiving exclusion and lacking trust in peers had direct negative 

implications for adolescents’ socioemotional functioning and these perceptions of peers 

were linked to relational aggression and victimisation. 

Gender differences in peer-reported relational aggression were found, with girls 

higher than boys. However, although relational aggression and victimisation were 

expected to more negatively affect girls compared to boys, there was little evidence of a 

gender difference. Nevertheless, there were some gender differences in levels of 

depressive symptoms and social worries when groups were formed based on experiences 

of relational aggression or victimisation, perceptions of peer relationships and/or peer 

acceptance.

Relational Aggression and Depressive Symptoms

Gender. Adolescents who were more relationally aggressive were found to have 

relatively more depressive symptoms. Although this simple correlation was larger for 

girls as compared to boys, gender was not a significant moderator when regression 

analyses were used. Yet, profile analyses showed that relationally aggressive girls 

reported the highest levels of depressive symptoms of all groups. There was no difference 

in symptoms between girls who were low in aggression, boys who were low in 
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aggression and boys who were high in aggression. These findings suggest that some girls 

may have higher levels of depressive symptoms than boys who are relationally 

aggressive, supporting previous research of early adolescents (Nolen-Hoeksema & 

Girgus, 1994; Wichstrom, 1999). One explanation provided by these authors was that 

from pre- to early adolescence, girls place greater importance than boys on peer 

relationship successes. Any negative peer interactions may be internalised, particularly as 

depressive symptoms. Being relationally aggressive could be considered a negative peer 

experience, where girls may be using relational aggression in response to perceived 

failures in positive peer interactions. More recently, this has been supported by a review 

conducted by Rose and Rudolph (2006), who also argued that gender differences do exist 

in peer relationship processes. They discussed that girls strive for affiliation with others 

(i.e. positive reciprocity between peers), while boys are more focused on status 

attainment. 

Negative perception of peers. To further examine the processes underlying the 

association between depressive symptoms and relational aggression, negative perceptions 

of peer relationships were examined as a potential mechanism linking depressive 

symptoms and aggression. A factor analysis identified four factors underlying a measure 

of participants’ perceptions of their peer relationships. These factors were labelled as 

perceptions of peers as unreliable, perceiving peer group exclusion and distrust of peers, 

self-perceptions of social unassertiveness, and self-perceptions of social inadequacy. 

When depressive symptoms and relational aggression were under consideration, it 

was only perceptions of peer group exclusion and distrust that played a full mediating 

role in this association. It appears that the link between relational aggression and 

depressive symptoms is better explained via greater perceptions of peer group exclusion 

and distrust. This cognitive orientation symbolises an insecure orientation towards peer 

relationships. One may act in accordance with negative representations of peers (i.e. 
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being aggressive) perhaps to guard themselves against anticipated future experiences of 

exclusion. It may be viewed that relational aggression is a way to keep friends in check 

and to restore feelings of inclusion. However, at the same time this aggressive behaviour 

is serving no purpose for guarding one’s emotional well-being, with depressive symptoms 

arising. This adds to past research by Hawley and colleagues (2002; 2003), where a 

‘bright side’ to aggressive behaviour was established. Possible mechanisms (i.e. negative 

perceptions, gender, peer group acceptance) were identified that explain why some 

aggressors have positive functioning, while others have more negative functioning. 

Relational Victimisation and Depressive Symptoms

Gender. Relational victimisation was also associated with depressive symptoms. 

However, contrary to predictions, this association was not stronger for girls as compared 

to boys. These findings do not support past research (e.g. Paquette & Underwood, 1999)

where it was shown that boys and girls differ in their level of subjective distress from 

relational victimisation experiences (while the levels of victimisation for boys and girls 

were the same). It could be argued from these findings that no gender divergence occurs 

in the effects of being victimised, conflicting against the review by Rose and Rudolph 

(2006). Even though relationship processes do differ between boys and girls according to 

this review, the impact of relationship victimisation did not differ in the current study. 

Rose and Rudolph suggest that boys are more focused on the peer network dynamics, 

while girls are more focused on intimate dyadic dynamics. Perhaps the participants in the 

current study viewed the relational victimisation to occur from these respective categories 

(i.e. boys referring to peer group level victimisation, while girls referring to friendship 

level victimisation). These specific questions were not encompassed in the current 

measure and could be considered for addition in future revisions, where participants 

could indicate the peer group level that victimisation occurs within. 
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Negative perceptions of peers. Negative perceptions of peer relationships helped to 

explain the association between victimisation experiences and depressive symptoms. Yet, 

some negative perceptions of peer relationships were seen to play a greater mediational 

role than others. Perception of peer group exclusion and distrust was found to fully 

mediate the link between victimisation and depressive symptoms, whereas self-perception 

of unassertiveness and self-perception of inadequacy partially mediated the association 

between victimisation and depressive symptoms. Perception of peers as unreliable did not 

play a significant mediational role. Overall, a cognitive-mediational model can be utilised 

when explaining the links between relational victimisation and socioemotional 

functioning of early adolescents. This is similar to past research examining the 

pessimistic cognitive characteristics of those that suffer low well-being as a result of peer 

difficulties (Cole & Turner, 1993; Rudolph et al., 1995). The most ‘at-risk’ early 

adolescents who are relationally victimised can be seen as those who perceive themselves 

to be excluded from the peer group and possess a lack of trust in their peers. This 

information may assist schools and mental health professionals to be aware of the 

characteristics of early adolescents who are in most need of emotional support when they 

are facing relational victimisation experiences. 

Social Worries

The examination of social worries as a potential correlate of relational aggression 

experiences was a further contribution of this study. Very few studies have examined 

relational aggression experiences in early adolescence, and the associated social worry. 

Previously, Rose and Swenson (2005) examined the role of relational and overt 

aggression and the links with more general social anxiety, whereas others have examined 

the links between social anxiety and the quality of peer relationships more generally 

(Crick & Ladd, 1993; La Greca & Lopez, 1998). Thus, this current study took a new 
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approach in examining social-specific worries, and whether these are associated with 

relational aggression experiences. 

Gender. Social worries had a moderate association with depressive symptoms, and 

there was no differential association of social worries with relational aggression or 

victimisation among girls as compared to boys. Boys and girls also did not differ in the 

average level of social worry. Contrary to expectations, it was found that boys and girls 

lower in relational aggression were higher in levels of social worry compared to those 

higher in relational aggression. This has not been found in past research and warrants 

further attention in future research. It may be possible that relational aggression is a 

strategy that alleviates worry in social situations, helping one feel ‘more in control’. 

Considering the findings for social worries and depressive symptoms, findings 

indicate that socioemotional functioning can be compromised in a variety of ways when 

behaviours with peers and peer experiences are problematic, potentially leading to 

children and adolescents attempting to avoid social situations, worrying about such 

encounters, and suffering increased negative affect and other symptoms of depression. 

Socioemotional Profiles of Groups

The examination of socioemotional profiles also added to the understanding of how 

social difficulties and perceptions of peer relationships are linked with adolescents’ 

socioemotional functioning. Subgroups of participants were formed based on levels of 

relational aggression, relational victimisation, acceptance and negative perceptions of 

peer relationships. Groups were compared with the aim to determine if this could identify 

adolescents with the most maladaptive socioemotional functioning (i.e., more depressive 

symptoms). It was a combination of high relational victimisation and a high level of 

perceived exclusion and distrust in peers that identified adolescents with the highest 

average levels of depressive symptoms. Furthermore, there was some indication that there 

is a group of adolescents that is high in relational aggression and more rejected, and this 
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group is likely to have a higher level of depressive symptoms than others who are more 

accepted or have lower levels of relational aggression. It was interesting to note that those 

who are relationally aggressive are protected against higher levels of depressive 

symptoms when they are more accepted by their peers, doing better than those who are 

lower in relational aggression and rejected.  This finding is similar to previous studies in 

which poor emotional adjustment has been correlated with combinations of problematic 

peer status and social behaviour (Eslea et al., 2003; French, Conrad, & Turner, 1995). 

This can further indicate the groups of students that may require particular attention in 

school interventions. Being high on a combination of negative social experiences may 

possibly be interpreted as ‘social failure’ and internalised through the form of depressive 

symptoms (Rose & Rudolph, 2006).

One limitation of comparing the depressive symptoms of these groups was the small 

number of individuals who had some of the most problematic profiles; on average, 13% 

percent of the 279 participants were included in these groups. This proportion is typical 

of those with significant social difficulties (such as aggression and social rejection) 

according to past research (e.g. Cairns, Cairns, Neckerman, Gest, & Gariepy, 1988; 

Farmer, Estell, Bishop, O'Neal, & Cairns, 2003; Olweus, 1994). Obtaining a larger 

sample would be recommended for future studies in order to establish group differences 

more optimally. A second limitation due to the sample size was the inability to further 

distinguish these profiles in order to compare boys and girls. It is possible that more 

differences would have emerged if boys and girls could have been examined separately. 

Following the completion of this first study, several questions remained 

unanswered. This can also be considered the case for current gaps in relational aggression 

research. After examining the context and the characteristics of those involved in 

relational aggression, other factors need to be considered, such as the reasons why early 

adolescents choose to behave in these ways, the types of behaviours used, and the 
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characteristics of those involved. Questions in future research of relational aggression 

should include, what motivations underlie this behaviour? What does relational 

aggression achieve socially? What other behaviours may occur that are more general to 

boys and girls? Does being a relational aggressor have an impact upon socioemotional 

functioning for girls in particular? And what are the precise mechanisms involved in this 

negative emotional state? As well as questioning the characteristics of the relational 

aggressors, it is also important to examine the characteristics of the victims. Are the 

characteristics of victims more likely to be vulnerabilities that stand out to other peers? 

For example, are victims more likely to be depressed or socially anxious, or possess 

undesirable traits? Or alternatively, can victimisation occur based on more desirable 

social features or social prominence that make jealousy occur? Without a more complete 

account of what behaviours occur and why these are used, interventions will be limited in 

both purpose and design. Relational aggression can be seen as a hurtful experience for the 

victim, and may also ultimately result in problems for the aggressor. According to Owens 

and colleagues (2000), it is crucial to find explanations of why this type of aggression 

occurs in order to intervene, or reduce its incidence. 

The most common explanations for younger adolescents’ use of relational 

aggression should be determined, and gender differences in explanations of relational 

aggression need to be investigated. Understanding relational aggression at a time it is 

emerging in more complex ways is important in order to hinder its development. It is 

important to consider the role gender plays in relational aggression. By understanding the 

motives underlying relational aggression, in combination with girls’ relational 

orientation, it can be better understood why relational aggression may be used more so 

than boys. Conversely, is this viewpoint incorrect and tainted by the lack of measurement 

appropriate for boys and girls? These were the questions considered in the conduct of 

Study 2.   
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CHAPTER 8

Study 2: Early Adolescents' Views on Relational Aggression: Experience, 

Motivation, Interpretation and Gender

The overarching purpose of Study 2 was to gather early adolescents’ descriptions of 

relational aggression. These descriptions were summarised and used to guide the 

development of questionnaire items that would be salient to girls and boys. Hence, a 

balanced number of boys and girls were interviewed, and the experiences of boys and 

girls were described and compared. Participants were also selected from Study 1 for 

participation in Study 2 based on their history of relational aggression or victimisation. 

In addition to focusing on experiences, the literature is filled with multiple 

explanations for why relational aggression may occur (see Figure 8.1 for a summary). 

However, limited research and measures have focused on the reasons for relationally 

aggressive behaviours, but rather the types of behaviours alone. Few studies have asked 

adolescents for their explanations for behaviours that are commonly classified as 

relationally aggressive. Hence, a second overarching purpose of this study was to 

examine adolescents’ perceptions of the motivations, reasons or goals for behaviours that 

have been called relationally aggressive.  

This interview study partly responds to researchers who have noted the numerous 

quantitative studies of relational aggression when compared to the small number of 

qualitative studies on this topic (Owens, Shute et al., 2000a). Although a range of peer-

related problems have been studied by collecting interview data (e.g. Card, 2007; de 

Bruyn & Cillessen, 2006; Goodwin, 2002), and there have been recent efforts to refine 

the definition of relational aggression (e.g. Bowie, 2007; D. H. Currie et al., 2007; 

Gomes, 2007), there have been few studies that provide rich descriptions of relationally 

aggressive behaviours using direct accounts from girls and boys who engage in or 

experience these behaviours more than their peers. Qualitative study approaches can 
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assist with understanding the complexities of these behaviours and the multiple reasons 

for these behaviours in order to give a deeper understanding of early adolescents’ “lived 

experience” (van Manen, 1990). 

In the current study, both boys and girls were included, as it has been recognised by 

researchers that boys and girls can both exhibit relationally aggressive behaviours 

(Murray-Close et al., 2007; Tomada & Schneider, 1997). However, the rates of relational 

aggression are often higher among early adolescent girls when compared to boys 

(Bjorkqvist, 1994; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). The inclusion of early adolescent girls and 

boys extends from a previous interview study of only girls aged 15 and 16, conducted by 

Owens and colleagues (2000). A similar qualitative approach was utilised in the current 

study, however both boys and girls were included, and were of an early adolescent age. 

Another study by Goodwin (2002), also examined preadolescent girls in fourth grade, 

however, only focused on one specific friendship group of girls. Both Owens and 

colleagues, and Goodwin note that boys can have involvement with indirect and 

relationally aggressive behaviours and they can also be intertwined with girls’ friendship 

problems as they move into adolescence. Not including boys in these studies was a noted 

limitation by both sets of authors. This helps to justify why future research should include 

both boys and girls, and also at a stage when they are in the midst of onset and heightened 

relational aggression experiences (Crick, Ostrov, & Werner, 2006). In response to gaps in 

qualitative research, Card (2007) and, de Bruyn and Cillessen (2006) did encompass both 

boys and girls of varying age groups. Card conducted retrospective semi-structured 

interviews of emerging adults (mean age of 19.5 years) looking back over their 

adolescence, and their recollections of friendships and antipathic relationships. Themes of 

relational aggression experiences were obtained in these interviews, as well as peer 

conflict and peer expressions of dislike. de Bruyn and Cillessen interviewed 20 early 

adolescents (aged 13 and 14 years) and assessed construction of popularity and associated 
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behaviours. As there was predominant focus on popularity in de Bruyn and Cillessen’s 

study, motivations and types of relational aggression were not of primary focus. 

After an evaluation of the studies that have been conducted in the last 7 years, it was 

seen that an in-depth study of 11- to 13-year-olds (i.e. early adolescents) was needed to 

better understand the behaviours at a time when relational aggression has been found to 

emerge in more complex ways, especially among girls (Galen & Underwood, 1997; 

Owens, Shute et al., 2000a; Rose et al., 2004), and when aggression has been associated 

with rejection and popularity issues with peers (Henington et al., 1998). Another 

significant innovation of this study was the ability to interview participants who were 

identified by their classmates as relationally aggressive and/or relationally victimised, and 

to contrast their descriptions and explanations for aggression with those from a group 

who were reported by classmates to be low-average in aggression and victimisation. No 

past study could be located in literature searches that interviewed early adolescent boys 

and girls in the context of their relational aggression or victimisation history. 

Research Questions

The forms and functions of relational aggression were the topics investigated in this 

study. The interviews commenced with vignettes, and follow up questions were formed to 

assess the potential themes. The expected themes are summarised in Figure 8.1. The 

rationale for the use of vignettes is presented in the procedures section. The interview 

protocol were organised around the following research questions:

a) What are the reasons why relational aggression is used? 

b) What might this behaviour achieve? 

c) What do Grade 7 students describe as ‘relationally aggressive’ behaviours?

d) Are early adolescents aware of the context relational aggression occurs in, such 

as onset of the behaviours, peak periods and characteristics associated with 

aggressors and victims?
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Motivations

Outcomes

Figure 8.1. Motivations of and outcomes achieved from being relationally aggressive (based on Emmons, 1997; and Owens, Shute & Slee, 

2000).
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Method

Participants 

Participants were 33, Grade 7 students (boys n = 15; girls n = 18, aged 11, 12 or 

13) from two primary schools in the Study 1 sample. These schools were labelled as 

School 1 and School 2 when making reference in the results section. Participants were 

randomly selected and stratified into groups based on aggression and victimisation 

histories. The groups were 11 students who were high in relational aggression as 

reported by their classmates (i.e. at least 1 standard deviation above the mean for peer 

nominations of relational aggression), 8 students who were low in relational 

aggression as reported by their classmates (i.e. at least 1 standard deviation below the 

mean for peer nominations of relational aggression), 4 students who were self-

reported victims of relational aggression (i.e. at least 1.5 standard deviations above the 

mean on self-report victimisation measure), 5 students with low levels of self-reported 

victimisation (i.e. at least 1.5 standard deviations below the mean), and 5 students 

with moderate status combined (i.e. having moderate levels of relational aggression 

(0.50 to 0.99 standard deviations above mean) and relational victimisation (1.00 to 

1.49 standard deviations above mean). Equal participant numbers were originally 

anticipated for each of the groups. However, due to some participants not receiving 

parental consent to participate in Study 2, unequal group sizes occurred. 

Interview Protocol

A semi-structured interview protocol was followed, which included the general 

topics to be addressed and a list of probes and questions for each topic (see Appendix 

A). The interview protocol was based on a combination of past research 

methodologies and findings, theory and literature (Emmons, 1997; Galen & 

Underwood, 1997; Owens, Shute et al., 2000a; Simmons, 2002). The interview was 
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pilot tested with 3 early-adolescents (all aged 12) not in the study, before use with 

Study 2 participants.

The interview began with a series of vignettes (see Appendix B) and follow-up 

questions. Follow-up questions were designed to gather participant perceptions of 

aggressive events, including potential reasons for the aggressive behaviours portrayed. 

Following these vignettes, participants were asked questions about their own 

experiences of relational aggression. Vignettes were used to allow participants to 

discuss relational aggression without having to describe their own behaviours or 

experiences. It was expected that this would be less threatening for participants and 

would allow time to build rapport with them (see Owens, Shute & Slee, 2000 for a 

discussion about the importance of using hypothetical events). Hence, vignettes also 

served as an ‘ice breaker’ to help participants feel more comfortable prior to 

answering questions about their own experiences of relational aggression and 

victimisation. The word ‘mean’ was used to refer to relational aggression throughout 

the interviews, with the definition of mean provided in this script. Participants were 

reminded of this definition throughout the course of the interviews.

Interview section 1a:  The motives and goals of relational aggression. The 

motives or perceived reasons for relational aggression were explored in the first 

component of the interview. The participants were presented vignettes of hypothetical 

scenarios of relational aggression. The vignettes were adapted from previous research 

on social aggression by Galen and Underwood (1997) and relationally aggressive 

behaviours outlined by Crick and Grotpeter (1995). Participants were asked to 

imagine why the behaviours in each vignette may have occurred and what the purpose 

might be for the individuals engaging in such behaviours. The vignettes served the 

purpose of stimulating participant thinking about relational aggression behaviours. An 

example vignette was: ‘During class, a classmate passes you a note that says: “No 
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one wants to be your friend”’. The six vignettes were presented in a random order and 

are shown in Appendix B.

Vignettes were read aloud by the researcher and were also printed on cards for 

participants to read. Participants were asked to take the perspective of the aggressor 

when answering follow-up questions. Exploratory questions were used, such as a) 

“Why might the person be doing this?” and b) “What might the person achieve from 

doing this?” Participants were given the opportunity for open-ended responses as well 

as answering follow-up, closed questions. For the closed questions, participants were 

asked to indicate the two most likely motives and outcomes (see Appendix A) that 

have been reported in past research (based upon Owens and colleagues’ findings and 

Emmons, 1997 theory summarised in Figure 8.1). Following this, participants rated 

their agreement with each of the presented potential reasons for the portrayed 

behaviour on a scale of 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much). These ratings provided scores 

for the perceptions of the most common perceived reasons for relational aggression 

and victimisation. 

Interview section 1b: Personal experiences of portrayed relational aggression. 

Following each vignette, participants were asked about their own experiences with the 

particular behaviour described in the vignette. This included asking a) how often 

victimisation and aggression occurs within their peer group and b) how often the 

participant might exhibit the aggressive behaviour or be victimised. Response options 

ranged from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much).

Interview section 2: Personal accounts of relational aggression and 

victimisation. Drawing from Owens et al. (2000a; 2000b), the second component of 

the interview was designed to assist with measurement development for Study 3 by 

gathering descriptions of early adolescents’ personal experiences with relational 

aggression and victimisation.  Participants were asked to describe how their 
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classmates are mean to one another or how they hurt their friendships. More open-

ended questions were posed to gain participants’ knowledge of specific forms of 

relational aggression. For example, participants were asked the following: “I have 

presented a few scenarios of children being mean to one another, what are some other 

ways kids can be mean in similar ways at your school?” Guided by research of Tapper 

and Boulton (2004), the definition of relational aggression was repeated here to ensure 

participant understanding. Participants were provided prompts if they experienced 

difficulties thinking of examples. The range of behaviours that can be relationally 

aggressive were used as prompts, such as exclusionary or ignoring behaviours, 

indirect harassment, nonverbal behaviours and direct behaviours.

Interview section 3: Patterns of relational aggression over time. The third 

component of the interview included questions about the onset and progression of 

relational aggression. Participants were instructed to “think about these types of 

behaviours over the past several years while being at school”. The purpose was to 

gather participants’ perceptions of the onset of aggression, the escalation of 

aggression, and how aggression in Grade 7 compared to aggression in previous 

grades. In addition, participants were asked about the characteristics of those involved 

as aggressors and/or victims. 

Procedure

Following ethical approval from the Griffith University Human Research Ethics 

Committee, parental consent was obtained. Participants also gave their assent to 

participate. Due to this study being an extension of the previous years, all Grade 7 

students were invited to participate in the study. Students, who were identified in the 

groups according to victimisation and/or aggression, were selected for the study, 

while additional students had the opportunity to take part in the piloting of the 

measure. Students were ‘blind’ to these chosen roles, and were told that selection was 



 Relational Aggression 116

‘random’. Therefore students were not aware of being chosen based on their assessed 

history. Some identified victims/aggressors did not receive permission to take part in 

the study, therefore could not take part in the interviews.

In the last half of the school year in 2005, individual interviews were conducted 

in a quiet and private room during regular class hours. Interviews were digitally 

audio-recorded, and were approximately 30-40 minutes in length. Prior to starting the 

interview protocol, participants were informed of the confidentiality of their responses 

and the voluntary nature of participation. The following script was read to participants 

at the beginning of the interview:

I have a list of different things that have happened at other schools between kids 

in the same grade as you. Imagine these situations happen to you and I will ask 

you some questions following each situation. I will also take notes throughout 

our interview and record our conversation. This interview will be about the way 

kids can be mean to one another at school without hurting their bodies, but 

might instead hurt through their friendships. Sometimes kids can be mean by 

leaving others out of activities, telling stories that are not true or making fun of 

them in front of others. Anything you say throughout the interview will be 

completely private and I will store all the information in a locked cabinet. What 

you say will not be told to your teacher, classmates or parents. Only if you are at 

risk of harm, I may have to have a chat with your parents.  If you have any 

concerns or feel upset, we can also have a chat at the end of the interview.

At the end of the interview, participants were offered debriefing. No participant 

reported significant distress following the interview, while several participants took 

the opportunity to further discuss their bullying experiences in the past. Finally, 

participants were each given one movie ticket and a lollipop to thank them for their 

time.  
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Coding and analysis. Interviews were transcribed, and participants’ expressed 

reasons and descriptions of relationally aggressive behaviours were identified and 

organised into major themes. This was guided by approaches outlined by Barker 

(2002) and Neuman (2006). An Interpretative Phenomenological Approach (IPA) 

outlined by Barker. Phenomenology is centred on the ways that people perceive and 

experience the world around them (Barker). In this instance, the phenomenon of 

relational aggression and victimisation in the peer group was of key interest. IPA is a 

systematic and practical approach for analysing phenomenological data, assessing 

qualitative data both within-cases and across-cases through two stages. The first stage 

of IPA works with transcripts of participants individually, being assessed one at a 

time. In the second stage, a cross-case analysis conducted across individuals to detect 

common themes about the phenomenon being studied. The aspects shared across 

participants are then detected. 

Neuman (2006) outlined some key steps for developing a coding system before 

delving into the stages of IPA, suggested by Barker (2002). Neuman recommended 

conducting ‘open coding’, where the researcher first examines the data to condense 

them into preliminary analytic categories of codes, followed by ‘axial coding’, where 

the researcher organises these codes, begins to form links and discovers key analytic 

categories, with final touches completed with ‘selective coding’, where the researcher 

then finally identifies and selects data that supports key analytic categories developed. 

In combination, Barker’s IPA and Neman’s qualitative approaches were used to 

systematically guide the assessment of individual differences, while also obtaining 

themes and categories across the transcripts.

Categories were broadly identified using open coding and supplementary 

quantitative ratings obtained in the first section of the interview (i.e. the 2 most likely 

motivations and outcomes). First, this was conducted across participants. Following 
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this, axial coding was conducted where the codes were organised and linked with 

similar categories. Selective coding then took place within and across participants, 

where frequency counts and exemplar quotes were organised in an Excel database for 

behaviours, experiences and perceived motives for relational aggression. Within 

participant comparisons assessed thematic differences according to gender and 

victimisation/aggression status. 
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Results

To ensure participant anonymity, names were changed when peers have been 

referred to in quotes. When quotes are used from transcripts, the corresponding 

participant is referred to by their gender, relational aggression and relational 

victimisation profiles from Study 1. The codes are summarised in Table 8.1. Each 

participant was allocated a code based on their histories of aggression and 

victimisation, for example, a participant high in relational aggression and high in 

relational victimisation had their quotes followed by their gender, HA, HV and the 

corresponding page number of the quote.

Table 8.1 

Codes Used for Participant Relational Aggression and Relational Victimisation Status

Relational aggression status codes Relational victimisation status and code

LA Low Aggression LV Low Victimisation

AA Average Aggression AV Average Victimisation

MA Moderate Aggression MV Moderate Victimisation

HA High Aggression HV High Victimisation

The context such as onset, peak and current experiences are also noted. The 

following sections are organised by themes that emerged from the interviews. 

Exemplar quotes are provided for each theme. When differences emerged according 

to gender, this was also noted. When reasons and behavioural experiences were 

categorised, there was some overlap. This is a common issue faced when inferring 

motivations from behaviour in psychological research (Pellegrini & Long, 2002). To 

fully separate these two factors, without acknowledging and considering this overlap, 

would be artificial and could potentially lose the quality and meaning of the 
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qualitative data obtained. At times earlier themes were re-identified to support other 

emerging themes. The early adolescent life stage resembles a time of friendship 

transitions, with social interests and preferences continually changing. This can again 

lead to overlap in the different categories. 

Perceived Reasons for Relational Aggression

At the most general level, there was little difference in girls’ and boys’ 

explanations for relational aggression. In the later section of behavioural experiences, 

there were some differences in girls and boys explanations. Girls’ and boys’ 

predominant explanations for relationally aggressive behaviours could be organised 

into three broad categories of social dynamics, such as power/dominance, 

prominence, and ‘wanting to fit in’; emotional states of the aggressor such as 

jealousy, feeling bored and angry; as well as characteristics of the victim being a 

trigger such as lack of social appeal, emotionality and as an exception, positive social 

characteristics of the victim. These findings are summarised in Table 8.2. 

Table 8.2

Summary of Perceived Reasons for Relationally Aggressive Behaviours

Broad category Definition Themes within category

Social dynamics Maintaining one’s social standing,

or aiming to further increase it, by 

being socially dominant or 

manipulating another peer’s social 

standing

• Social dominance 

• Popularity

• Socially downgrading or 

isolating a peer

Emotional 

states of the 

aggressor

Relational aggression as a means of

compensating for negative internal 

emotional states, aiming to increase 

positive feelings of self.

• Fluctuating emotional 

states

• Jealousy

• Boredom

• Anger/seeking revenge

• Friendship insecurity 

Characteristics 

of the victim

Aspects of the victim’s personality 

or certain traits were associated with 

being disliked and/or relationally 

victimised. At times features were 

both positive and negative.

• Lack of social appeal in 

victim

• Emotionality of victim

• Positive victim 

characteristics
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Social Dynamics 

Social dominance and prominence. Social dominance and prominence, such as 

seeking power, popularity and status, were the most common reasons participants 

gave for relational aggression. Themes of attention seeking (i.e. wanting to stand out) 

were also described. Gender differences were detected within this category, where 

boys more often referred to power as a motive than girls. Power revolved around 

finding a peer who was socially weaker than them, where one boy stated “bullies 

never seem to pick on someone as strong as them, they always pick on the younger 

ones and people who aren’t as strong” (Boy, LA, LV, p. 3), while another boy also 

supported this, stating “it makes them feel better about themself and stronger” (Boy, 

MA, MV, p. 3). 

Most participants described relational aggression as a behaviour that assists in 

climbing the social ladder. This was often achieved by ditching friends who were not 

so popular, in the hope of acceptance in the more popular groups, or by not sticking 

up for their friends when the aggressor was more popular than them, sometimes even 

siding with the aggressor over their friend. Popular peers were described as mean to 

those that were lower on the social hierarchy, conveying an ‘air of importance’ within 

the peer group. ‘Populars’ were seen to stick with fellow populars to maintain their 

status; often doing whatever it takes (i.e. being relationally aggressive) to maintain 

their popularity. An example was from a girl, not as popular, stating, “they (referring 

to populars) don’t want to hang around with you and stuff like that, because they think 

they are better than you.” (Girl, HA, AV, p. 2), and was also supported by a boy who 

stated “they leave them out cause they aren’t cool enough … it would make them even 

lower” (Boy, LA, AV, p. 10). In addition, being seen as ‘nice’, according to one boy 

does not get you anywhere in the social hierarchy, “if you are really nice to someone, 

all the popular people who aren’t usually nice to everyone, they don’t like you, but if 
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you are really mean to everyone, they like you and will be your friend” (Boy, LV, AA, 

p. 13). This further supports the need for relational aggression to achieve motives of 

social dominance (i.e. power, status, popularity). 

Social dominance also included descriptions of relational aggression used as a 

tactic to gain social prominence – aggressive peers were perceived as having a desire 

to be the centre of attention or wanting to gain more friends. Based on this motive, 

one may exclude someone who might be a threat to his or her feelings of inclusion 

and acceptance (“because they would want to fit in better with others and they want to 

push that person out” - Boy, LA, LV, p. 7). It was also often identified that someone 

may be mean or betray a friend in order to be more accepted and included in the 

group, “maybe they are your friend, but the team is just saying ‘oh don’t be his friend 

he’s not popular’, like peer pressure.” (Boy, LV, AA, p. 5). 

Socially downgrading or isolating a peer. The main themes that emerged within 

this category were aggression towards a peer who is perceived as a threat to one’s 

own popularity or status within the friendship group (i.e. a popular person could 

dampen their reputation and they may not stand out as much) and cutting off 

friendships from others. According to one boy, someone may not be invited to a party 

because they “might be more popular and more people might pay attention to that 

person if they were invited” (Boy, LA, AV, p. 3). Overall, participant’s descriptions 

suggested that turning people against someone occurred on three levels: 1) at the 

dyadic level, a peer might turn on the other in a “best friend” dyad, so they “ditch 

them” or “you might bug them a lot” (Girl, HA, LV, p. 4); 2) at a group level by 

turning the group against an individual: “They are leaving you out by taking all of 

your other friends” (Girl, HA, LV, p. 5); or 3) at the grade level by turning the entire 

grade against an individual or against an entire friendship group: “their friendships 

and popularity would go down the toilet” (Boy, LA, AV, p. 7). Some participants 
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described that people have the goal of socially isolating particular individuals, “then 

you have nothing to do at lunchtime” (Boy, LV, AA, p. 5). One girl reported that her 

group didn’t want to be seen near a friend because of what she was wearing to a disco, 

“we didn’t want anyone to know that she was our friend – she seemed a little tarty”

(Girl, MA, AV, p. 26). This might serve two goals of maintaining the reputation of the 

group and letting members know the rules of belonging to the group.

Emotional States and Characteristics of the Aggressor

Emotional states of the aggressor were another commonly identified reason for 

relational aggression behaviours. The themes within this category were fluctuating 

emotional states, jealousy, boredom, anger/seeking revenge as well as insecurity in 

friendships. Relationally aggressive behaviours were seen to compensate for negative 

internal emotional states, with the behaviours at times increasing positive feelings of 

self. Words and phrases that were used to describe relational aggressors included 

moody, stuck-up, confident, sporty, mean, catty, bitchy, sporty, cool, think they are 

superior, power seekers, popular, and not well-liked. 

Fluctuating emotional states. The two-sided nature of relational aggressors 

seemed the most apparent across all interviews. Some aggressors were perceived to 

have the ability to switch from nice to mean, according to a girl “some of them are 

nice some days, and mean the other” (LA, LV, p. 15), also supported by a boy who 

said, “they can be nice at times but then they can backstab you” (Boy, MA, MV, p. 

14). One girl had experienced this two-sided nature many times from aggressors, 

“they have two sides to them … they have a really nice personality and the other side 

what I have seen is like, bossing around and trying to steal other people’s friends and 

turn them against you and you feel really left out” (Girl, HA, LV, p. 16). One girl also 

reported her 12 year-old friend to blame her mean behaviours on “that time of the 

month” (implying menstrual tension). These fluctuating states seem to make some 
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aggressors appear unpredictable, with little reason being evident at times for the 

behaviour.

Jealousy.  Jealousy was commonly identified as a reason for relational 

aggression. Aggressors were described as envious of a peer’s status, belongings, 

abilities, or personal characteristics, which would make the aggressor act in ‘mean’ 

ways. Jealousy often occurred around girls being jealous of other’s boyfriends (such 

as according to one girl, “liking the same guy or trying to steal someone else’s 

boyfriend”). Aggressors were identified as being jealous that someone was more 

popular or has more friends than them, “maybe they are jealous cause you are better 

friends with another person and they might spread a rumour that you are staying stuff 

about the other friend” (Boy, MA, MV, p. 1) or jealous that “they are more popular, 

smarter and better at sports” (Boy, LA, AV, p. 6). It was identified that they could be 

jealous of someone else’s personal appeal (“they might be jealous because there is so 

many good things about the person and no bad, and they spread a rumour to make out 

there is bad in the person” - Girl, LV, AA, p. 7). A prime example of a situation that 

occurred around motivations of jealousy was provided by a girl, where “if one of my 

friends got their hair done and it looks really good and they get heaps of attention, 

then you say it doesn’t look that good. You actually know that it looks good but you 

don’t want to admit it. You could be jealous of them” (HA, AV, p. 11). 

Some participants alluded to a feeling of inferiority as a cause of jealousy and 

relational aggression, where the aggressor aims to “put someone down” to make 

themselves feel better or to make the other person feel bad (i.e. “They could be jealous 

of you for any reason and they are trying to hurt your self-esteem and are trying to 

make you feel bad” - Boy, MA, MV, p. 5). Being mean was seen often as attempts to 

improve one’s feelings of belongingness and feelings of self-worth by making another 

feel bad or decline in status with peers. Participants often reported that aggressors 
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could have motivations to bring someone else down if they see ‘they are feeling too 

good about themselves’. Peers would put others down to make themselves feel better 

within themselves, according to one girl, “the person who sent the note will feel good 

and tease them for crying” (HA, AV, p. 9), and according to a boy “It might raise 

their self esteem and make them feel better. They may brag to all the other cool 

people” (MA, MV, p. 1). Often aggressors were noted to be in the situation of “if they 

are getting teased they could tease someone else and they could feel good”, according 

to one boy (HA, AV, p. 7). They can improve their own negative feelings by taking 

the focus off themselves as the victim and shifting onto someone else. Motives of 

wanting to make someone feel bad, also tapped into motives of wishing to gain power 

– where they can have the ability to see someone left out or sad due to their own 

aggressive behaviours. According to one boy, to “make you feel horrible inside, like 

nobody likes you and not wanted and nobody wants to go out with you.” (MA, MV, p. 

2). Another boy also stated, “Usually with my grade, if you don’t like someone you’ve 

got to make them feel bad in order to have lots of friends” (LV, AA, p. 13)

Creating excitement to overcome feelings of boredom. Creating excitement 

within the friendship group was another perceived reason for relational aggression. 

Some participants reported that relationally aggressive behaviour could be used to 

create a stir among the friendship group or the peer group. Others also noted that peers 

would have a joke at someone’s expense to get everyone to laugh. Trying to ‘start 

someone’ or ‘psyching someone up’ (i.e. get a reaction from them) were common 

terms. Participants suggested that this created excitement and relieved feelings of 

boredom. Friendship groups would often internally collaborate or scheme new ways 

of being mean to someone. According to one girl, lunchtimes “sitting with your 

friends and deciding what (rumour) you are going to say to everyone, that’s fun!” 

(HA, AV, p. 11), or according to a boy in regards to exclusion from birthday party 
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invitations, “it might be fun not inviting people” (LA, AV, p. 6). Ridicule often was 

used to create some excitement amongst the peer group such as according to one boy, 

“they would want everyone to know you stood in dog poo and they would all be 

laughing. It would make some excitement” (LA, LV, p. 10).

Anger and revenge. Anger and revenge were described as responses to either 

betrayal by friends or to mean behaviours within the peer group. Often participants 

reported ‘paybacks’ as a reason for relationally aggressive behaviour, and many 

viewed it as ‘sticking up for themselves’. Some example statements included: 

“sometimes if someone has done this to me and it has made me really angry I will do 

something like this to them” (Boy, HA, AV, p. 4); “you may have broken up the 

friendship between them and their best friend, …and they might want revenge” (Girl, 

HA, AV, p. 1); “the person who the rumour was about will get really angry and they 

would want revenge about that.  One minute he is your friend and the next he is telling 

a rumour about you and everybody is turning against you” (Boy, LA, LV, p. 9). The 

cycle of relational aggression and revenge seems apparent in these quotes, where the 

behaviours can intensify over time with motives of anger and revenge associated. 

Some participants also reported to seek revenge indirectly by finding a ‘scapegoat’ 

person because they were unable to pick on the bully that picks on them – they find 

someone who is weaker than them.

Feelings of insecurity in friendships. One boy (LA, LV) from School 1 

summarised the reasons well, where an aggressor’s friendships can lack depth and 

quality; “…because you don’t really get a friendship when you are doing that to 

people they might stick with you but not really be your friend. Well, I mean you can 

sometimes be their friend, but one day you might be their friend and the next day he 

has just turned sides.  I wouldn’t call them a real friend cause a real friend doesn’t 

pass notes” (p. 4) He later stated in the interview, “nobody really likes a bully…they 
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will hang out with them so they feel safe, but they are never really popular.  At some 

schools there might be a bully that is popular but the thing is, he thinks himself as 

popular but nobody else does” (p. 15). Another boy from School 2 reported on his 

observations of a ‘Queen Bee’ girl in Grade 7, “her friendships are very up and 

down… she tries to steal other people’s friends. Tries to use them against them” also 

stating about her, “she can’t be nice and get friends, she tries to be mean” (LV, AA, p. 

11). A boy felt that aggressors often try really hard to fit in with their peers by having 

the right clothes and appearance, and value this more than their schoolwork at times. 

In addition, one girl noted, “they are good looking and have good clothes, but are not 

good in class” (HA, LV, p. 14).

Characteristics of the Victim 

Aspects of personality were also associated with being disliked and relationally 

victimised. This included individuals who were seen to be sad or boring, “because 

they have to cheer them up all the time” (Girl, HV, AA, p. 1); also those described as 

less appealing physically and socially, they are seen to have “cooties”, they may be 

boring, not sporty enough, or “they might be a party pooper… they might eat all the 

food and not dance” (Boy, LA, AV, p. 5) resulting in exclusion from party invites. 

Some participants also noted that it was common for friendships to grow apart, “your 

friendship may have collapsed and they just don’t like you anymore.” (Boy, MA, MV, 

p. 7). There were also some exceptions, where positive features within a victim could 

trigger relational aggression. This exception subsequently overlaps with previous 

categories already outlined in terms of jealousy, however, deserves attention in

isolation. 

Lack of social appeal. A lack of social appeal in others was often reported as a 

reason for relationally aggressive behaviours. It was common for words such as nerds, 

dorks or geeks to be used. According to one girl, victims are “at the bottom of the 
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chain” (LV, AA, p. 14). This involved dislike of characteristics of particular 

individuals, such as personality, attitudes, popularity status, social skills (e.g., not a 

fair player or not nice), physical appearance, fashion, interest or perceived of as 

“boring”, simply “not fitting in” or exhibiting “odd social behaviours” (such as acting 

like horses or robots). It was common for participants to acknowledge that not 

everyone would get along, and there were always people that you would clash with. 

This dislike was acted upon in different ways. Some who were disliked were 

victimised, but others may be ignored or just disliked. Dislike was contagious, 

however. Participants reported that dislike of another was expected when dislike was 

more widespread within a friendship group of the broader peer group. Participants 

described the phenomenon of “having a shared enemy”. One boy said you might write 

a mean note, “to prove to your friends that you do not like them” (LA, HV, p. 2). 

According to a girl who referred to friendship groups, “they could have discussed 

something over the weekend and they might not like you anymore… they might say 

some things that they don’t like about you and they could have all agreed on it and 

then don’t want to be your friend anymore” (LA, LV, p. 4). Another boy indicated 

that dislike could underlie exclusion, where “they might not think you are any good at 

sport and maybe they don’t like you. Maybe they think if you are on their team then 

they will have the losing team.” (LV, AA, p. 3). Victims were also characterised by 

themes of social isolation, such as having no or few friends (e.g., they may have only 

one friend that they hang around) and they may often sit on their own.

Emotionality of victim as a trigger. Victims were also described to be emotional

in nature, where they may exhibit nervousness amongst their peers, scared by others, 

easily hurt and upset, and seen as often sad by their peers. The victim was also 

typically described in terms of passivity, with words used such as weak, quiet, shy, 

unconfident, and scared to speak up. At times some described victims to be 
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emotionally reactive, such as through aggressiveness, anger and revenge, when 

provoked by relationally aggressive acts. 

Positive victim characteristics as a trigger. There were exceptions found among 

reasons for victimisation. Some interviewees noted victims to at times be ‘really nice’ 

and may be normal-to-high in popularity status. At times they may be really good at 

something, where others get jealous and wish to ‘bring them down’. This may include 

being good at their academic work, sport, music or creativity, or even being good 

looking, having nice belongings or a privileged family. One boy described, “the ones 

who are the more academic kids will get teased and make them feel bad and the 

academic kids will be thinking ‘why am I wasting my time on this? If I was cool like 

the other kids, that would get me further’ … but obviously in the long term it wont” 

(MA, MV, p. 14).

Personal Experiences of Relational Aggression

When participants were questioned concerning their own experiences of 

relational aggression over the years at primary school, gender differences were 

apparent when the types and methods of aggression were considered. There also were 

some differences between those who had a history of relational aggression compared 

to others. Those participants who were non-aggressors and/or boys located the 

problem with girls and described aggressive girls as ‘bitchy’ and ‘emotional’ in their 

friendships. Victimised girls often reported being excluded from lunchtime seating 

groups and social events outside of school. Themes of possessiveness or ‘three is a 

crowd’ were more common among girls than boys and suggested that girls’ relational 

aggression may involve maintaining dyadic relationships more so than boys’ 

relational aggression. Boys reported exclusion and aggression that was more often 

linked to the larger peer group, such as exclusion because of lower athletic skill, being 

called names such as ‘gay boy’, or being excluded from sporting games. Not being 
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considered a good team athlete was a common reason for boys to be excluded, or 

ignored, during lunchtime activities with their peers. However, there were behaviours 

described by both girls and boys, which included spreading rumours, social ridicule 

and ignoring. In the following sections, relationally aggressive behaviours are 

described in more detail, and possible gender differences are considered. Table 8.3 

summarises the key experience themes that emerged. Participants also commented on 

the dynamics and key roles surrounding relational aggression acts (i.e. effects upon 

the aggressor, outcomes for the aggressor, and effects upon the victim). These 

comments are summarised in the final section. 

Table 8.3

Summary of Personal Experiences of Relational Aggression

Category Definition of experience

Rollercoaster patterns in 

friendship behaviours

Instability of friendship group experiences, at times 

being on the ‘inner’ of the group and other times 

being the ‘hated one for the day’.  

Note-passing An indirect tactic used to plan events without 

certain peers, create exclusion or play practical 

jokes.

Bitchiness – “mean girls’ 

behaviour

Behaviour tagged more to girls; often occurring 

within friendship groups such as being ‘two-faced’, 

talking behind people’s backs and using non-

verbally aggressive behaviours.

Not keeping secrets and 

spreading rumours

Aggression via third person(s) to target the 

recipient, rumours being spread that alter one’s 

social standing or behind-the-back tactics.

Exclusion and cutting of 

friendships

Boys’ exclusion occurred more in sports and 

lunchtime activities, while girls’ exclusion 

occurred more in lunchtime seating groups and 

social occasions. 

Social intimidation tactics Creating feelings of fear through behaviours such 

as ganging up on peers/friends, use of verbal 

ultimatums, and social ridicule.

Cyber and technological 

aggression

Use of mediums such as emails, internet chat 

rooms and phones to damage a person’s social 

reputation or connectedness.

Boys’ relationally aggressive 

behaviours 

Relational aggression centred on sporting games or 

lunchtime activities, where boys’ feelings of 

masculinity were manipulated. 
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Rollercoaster patterns in friendship behaviours. From interviews with both boys 

and girls, it was apparent that relational aggression was frequent within friendship 

groups. It was rare for friendship groups to be stable, where it was common for one of 

the group members to be popular within the group one day, and could be the ‘hated 

person’ the next day. Feelings of confusion occurred around these dynamics, being 

difficult to know what to expect from one day to the next at school. Although this was 

somewhat more commonly reported by girls, some boys also reported such dynamics.

As one girl described, friends can be “nice some days, and mean the other days” (LA, 

LV, p. 15). According to a boy’s observations, “one day their best friends, and then 

the next day rumours start going around and they aren’t good friends.” He also 

concurred in his description how classmates “are nice to you one day and mean to 

you the next, and then they will be nice to you again” (MA, MV, p. 17). One boy 

noted his observations of a friendship group of girls, “well I saw her (referring to 

Gemma) bring in this handbag and everyone is like ‘oh cool, oh cool’ and so everyone 

started to be her friend that day” (LV, AA, p. 11), where she had been on the outside 

of the group the previous day. Some participants also noted that things can seem 

different when you return from school after having a day absent, as though ‘they had 

been talking about you behind your back’ or things had been planned without you. 

One girl in particular noted the roller-coaster effects in her own best friendship, 

stating “she will hate me one day, and then she wants to be best friends the next day. 

So then you feel like, ‘oh no I don’t even want to be her friend for what she has 

done’.” (MA, AV, p. 6), then later stating, “I was away for a day and everyone started 

to hate me cause Gemma again, had been spreading rumours” (p. 17) (this caused her 

group to turn on her because they believed the rumour). It can be seen throughout 

these sections that ‘Gemma’ is mentioned in several instances as highly relationally 
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aggressive. Gemma was also a participant in this study and had previously scored high 

on relational aggression, while being low in relational victimisation. 

Note passing. Some participants reported this more indirect form of relational 

aggression, where the notes may be passed to someone in the group with one example 

provided by a girl who was passed a note saying their group was having a party on the 

weekend and she was not invited. Another girl stated, “say if Gemma hated me for a 

day the note would be about me the whole time and then usually the teacher finds it 

and then she reads it out loud…” (MA, AV, p. 5). Another girl said notes could state 

“stuff like ‘I don’t want to be your friend anymore’. And once they aren’t friends there 

is mean things like ‘oh you are a rat’ and everything.” (LV, AA, p. 12). Hence the 

note can bring aggression more out in the open, where aggression later becomes more 

direct. One boy also noted the use of note passing, where “there was two best friends 

(boys) and one was going out with another girl, and they got into a fight and my 

friend kept on writing mean stuff to her, except they were writing as if it was from 

another person, a fake person.” (HV, AA, p. 9)

Bitchiness – “mean girls” behaviour. This behaviour was reported more by 

girls, and also witnessed more in girls by boys. According to one girl, “they are just 

like ‘oh I hate her’ or ‘how ugly does she look today?’” (LV, AA, p. 11). Another girl 

described bitchiness within her friendship group, “we are all just sitting around and 

someone gets up to go and get a drink, the minute they walk away everyone will start 

talking about that person…I don’t say anything about my best friends, but I would like 

to know what they are saying about me…You sometimes go along with it but you don’t 

say anything” (HA, AV, p. 5-6). Some girls reported flirting with other girls’ 

boyfriends to ‘make them jealous’ and also being two-faced to friends. One boy noted 

about a girl (renamed as ‘Gemma’) high in relational aggression, “she can’t be nice 

and get friends, she tries to be mean and says, ‘if you don’t be my friend I wont take 
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you to the movies’ or something” (LV, AA, p. 12). A girl also noted the subtle nature 

that relational aggression can take, “when they are fighting they look at them and talk 

into someone else’s ear and they just glance at them… you don’t know what they are 

saying” (HA, LV, p. 10). The non-verbal aspects (such as eye rolling, glances, turning 

their backs) of bitchiness can also increase the impact of the behaviour. 

Not keeping secrets and spreading rumours. This category of behaviour is rather 

broad and can overlap with bitchiness at times, also including rumours and gossiping. 

This category could be defined as going through a third person to be aggressive to the 

recipient, or verbal communication about a person through the peer group, having a 

‘Chinese-whispers’ or ‘telephone game’ effect. This encompassed relationally 

aggressive acts involving both boys and girls. According to one boy victim, “you ask 

someone if they can keep a secret and they say ‘yes’ and after you tell them they go ‘I 

am going to tell everyone’.  This makes you feel really crushed inside.” (LA, HV, p. 

12). Rumours are also used to damage friendships. For example, one girl described a 

rumour about a girl where “she went to a party and kissed a gross boy, like a nerd or 

something” (HA, LV, p. 9). According to this participant, as a result, it made the girl 

become left out and unpopular for several weeks. The effects of rumours seem to 

linger in the peer group for some time, where the victim may retaliate in revenge, 

forming another rumour to take the focus off them. 

Behind the back tactics (e.g., saying they said something mean) were also used 

in attempts to exclude someone from the group or invited social gatherings, and 

ridiculing behaviours were also used behind people’s backs (e.g., name calling). One 

girl stated “I used to be friends with this girl and she started to talk about me behind 

my back and other people were telling me what she was saying about me. It was 

because she was jealous of me because, like, cause she was new, and I had more 

friends and she wanted my friends” (LV, AA, p. 4). Some boys thought of this 
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category as more of a girl thing, but it can be easy to become tangled in it, such as 

according to one boy, “girls, they are shocking. They do it all the time, they spread 

rumours about each other, they cat fight, everything. It’s shocking. And sometimes 

you just get caught up in it; you are in the middle of it all” (MA, MV, p. 5). Another 

boy admitted, “I might have spread a rumour once or twice” (HA, AV, p. 9). A girl 

reported one major instance of a rumour: 

“Gemma made up this rumour about me going to Rebecca’s and we had 

gender…me and Rebecca came back to school then everyone is looking at us 

and people are calling us lesbians and stuff. And Gemma came up to us and said 

‘so did you like it?’ and we were like ‘what?’ and she goes ‘oh you two had 

gender I have already told everyone’ and we were like ‘oh my god’…some of the 

girls didn’t want to be around us and we would be left outside and we would 

have to sit and talk all lunch and we wouldn’t have anyone else there” (MA, 

AV, p. 18)

According to this girl, aftereffects of ostracism and humiliation occurred, where it 

took several weeks to repair the social and emotional damage following this rumour. 

Exclusion and cutting of friendships. Exclusion and cutting of friendships was 

seen to occur across boys and girls, however the way this behaviour was conducted 

differed. Boys’ tactics occurred more in sports and games at lunch, whereas for girls it 

was within lunchtime seating arrangements, smaller friendship groups and social 

outings. This involved behaviours of ‘ditching’ your existing friends for new, more 

popular or appealing friends, such as according to one girl, “so you leave your other 

friends in the hope that you can become popular too” (HA, LV, p. 10) and another girl 

who said “like in PE [physical education class] they say pair up with partners, and 

you say to your best friend ‘lets go together’ and they say yes and then somebody else 

comes along and they go off with them…they are probably more popular” (LV, AA, 
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p. 11). Another girl claimed to have been the victim of the silent treatment in the past 

“where they stop talking to you and make you feel guilty” (MA, MV, p. 4). Some 

peers exclude others by not making you feel welcome, such as according to one girl, 

“at lunchtime I was hanging around with these people and this girl kept on saying 

‘what are you doing here?’” (HA, AV, p. 11); while according to another girl, some 

peers may be more direct saying “I’m with someone else and I don’t want to hang 

with you” (HV, AA, p. 5). Ignoring was also described by participants, such as 

experienced by one girl, “a group of your friends are going down to the oval and they 

are talking and you come along and they like get up and walk away” (LV, AA, p. 10). 

Many boys also noted exclusionary behaviours such as “there were these two 

people that were friends. One of them started getting popular and they just started 

leaving the other friend out…they just got pressured into leaving the other person out 

and being mean to them” (Boy, LV, AA, p.12); ignoring behaviours such as “when 

you walk up to people and they are talking and when you get there they just stop 

talking” (Boy, HA, AV, p. 8); and cutting of friendships “sometimes friends have a 

fight, so they go play with different people and they try to turn all the people against 

that person” (Boy, LA, HV, p. 9). Examples even more specific to boys were, “people 

getting left out when playing a game, you line up so that people can choose you for 

their team and nobody chooses you and you get left out” (Boy, LA, LV, p.13); 

“playing football…he never passes the ball to me” (Boy, LV, AA, p. 8); and “like 

when people play football and you come down to see if you can play and they don’t let 

you play” (Boy, HA, AV, p. 9).

Social intimidation tactics. A variety of social intimidation tactics were reported 

by participants; including ganging-up on peers/friends, use of ultimatums, threats to 

harm a person physically and/or socially, social ridicule and non-verbal behaviours. 

The use of ‘ganging-up’ behaviours were used at times in the peer group, where a 
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friendship group could single out one member, or pick on a peer outside the group, 

who was perhaps ‘weaker’ or a threat in some way. Often these seem to also include 

verbal or physical aggression. Boys reported verbal aggression was common and girls 

reported that girls threaten physical violence towards other girls, where on some less 

frequent occasions they enacted upon this (i.e. peers reported girls to slap and hit each 

other at times). These intimidation tactics were evident as a way to socially control 

and intimidate, in order to gain more power in the peer group. This sets up a group to 

be free of victimisation, and feared, in the broader peer network. 

Ultimatums were also used in friendships as an intimidation tactic, where an 

aggressor sets a condition in order to test the strength of his/her friendships, and also 

the power they hold within it. For example, one girl reported being torn between two 

friends that did not like each other. They would use ultimatums in an attempt to draw 

her on their side. “I wanted to go after her and then Kirsty goes ‘oh yeah what friend 

are you, are you our friend or are you her friend?’ And I’m like not a person who 

takes sides with Kirsty, she is feeling upset and I want to go and make sure she is 

alright…” (HA, LV, p. 12). Another boy reported another instance, where “they read 

your diary or something and they say ‘if you don’t give me money I will tell everyone 

who you like’” (Boy, LA, LV, p. 13). 

The use of ridicule was also reported, including name calling and practical 

jokes. According to one boy, “they would call you a girl and stuff if you didn’t want to 

play footy or because you walk away from fights and other stuff” (HA, HV, p.10), and 

a boy who also stated, “people in class they just say things that really hurt you like, 

maybe singing a song and change the words to resemble something else” (LA, AV, p. 

11). Name calling due to personal difference was also commonly described, such as 

based on their weight, height, appearance, skin, clothes, race, and wearing of glasses 

for example. Nonverbal aggression was also used as a social intimidation tactic, such 
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as giving dirty looks, rolling their eyes, sticking out their tongue, and turning their 

back on a person. One girl aggressor stated, ‘just giving them looks, as they walk by 

you, you might give them a really mean look” (HA, AV, p. 14).

Cyber and technological aggression. There were reports of relational aggression 

via the Internet. Some reported using others’ accounts to post information/send e-

mails (electronic mail) to others, pretending to be them. According to one girl, “MSN 

is really dodgy cause its easy to get into people’s things, like you never know what 

they could say...you go in and delete all their contacts if you don’t like them”, also 

stating “people have display names and people usually write nasty things about 

people for their display names so people can see it and the person can see it as well… 

stuff like, they blame each other for things and calling each other ‘rats’”(LV, AA, p. 

12). Only three participants (2 girls and 1 boy) described aggression via the internet, 

but another girl also reported the use of the telephone in relational aggression; two 

girls in her friendship group called her while having a sleepover to tell her she was not 

invited and threatened to spread a rumour about her around the school, laughing at her 

over the phone. 

Boys’ relational aggression. Overall, relational aggression did not appear to be 

isolated to girls, where much relationally aggressive behaviour seemed to occur for 

girls and boys. However, some of the behaviours of boys were different in form. 

Many descriptions of boys’ relational aggression revolved around sporting games and 

lunchtime activities, where at times boys’ feelings of masculinity were manipulated. 

Boys reported that this tarnished their social relations at times. One boy reported, 

“maybe they would call you a girl and stuff if you didn’t want to play footy or because 

you walk away from fights and other stuff” (Boy, HA, HV, p. 10). The use of 

exclusion through football games was reported by some boys such as “he was really 

nice in the morning but at lunchtime he was really mean and kicked me out of the 
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game and wouldn’t let me play” (Boy, HA, AV, p. 9), while another reported “when

playing football…he never passes the ball to me” (Boy, LV, AA, p. 8). Behaviours 

similar to girls’ relational aggression were also evident in boys’ friendship groups, 

“when I come to school they will say ‘get lost we don’t want you here’.  I try to stay 

but they just walk off without you. Or when they know you are coming they run off and 

hide” (Boy, HA, HV, p. 7), while another boy reported “boys…they are sometimes 

nice to you and then later paying you out and teasing you. That’s what boys do, 

teasing each other” (Boy, MA, MV, p. 17). 

Another instance was observed by a boy (as already mentioned in another 

overlapping category), where “there was two best friends (boys) and one was going 

out with another girl, and they got into a fight and my friend kept on writing mean 

stuff to her, expect they were writing as if it was from another person, a fake person” 

(HV, AA, p. 9). There was an instance where a boy had started relational aggression 

towards a girl over the internet, where she stated, “one of my friends has just turned 

on me, and he is doing rude stuff on the internet… and he is sending it to all other 

people that I don’t even know” (HV, AA, p. 3), and another girl who referred to a boy 

who was relationally aggressive at School 1, “a boy started it (a rumour) in our 

class…like a few boys said that he said that and he keeps denying that he made up the 

rumour …he is not very trustable” (HA, AV, p. 11). Some boys also reported that they 

were ‘dragged into’ girls’ relational aggression, “sometimes you just get caught up in 

it, you are in the middle of it all … yeah, like these two girls the other day they were 

having fights and stuff, so I walked up… I was friends with both of them, I was trying 

to stop them, and one was saying to me ‘don’t be friends with her’” (Boy, MA, MV, p. 

5).
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The Context of Relational Aggression

The context of relational aggression was assessed in the final stage of the 

interview and themes that emerged are summarised in Table 8.4. This included aspects 

of when relational aggression commenced in the peer group, the peak of the behaviour, 

as well as views of relational aggression in girls compared to boys.

Table 8.4

Summary of Relational Aggression Context

Context category Findings

Onset of relational 

aggression

• 70% reported age of relational aggression onset to be age 

9-10 years (Grade 5)

• Friendships began to restructure

• Popularity became more important

• Fights often revolving around jealousy and 

possessiveness

Peak of relational 

aggression to date

• 60% reported Grades 5 and 6 to be the peak of relational 

aggression

• Greater intensity and frequency of noted relational 

aggression behaviours 

• Emotionality around friendship behaviours increasing

• Fights, revenge seeking, striving for popularity

Relational 

aggression of boys 

and girls 

• Boys and girls both involved, however expressed 

relational aggression through different forms

• Girls – more indirect behaviours, centred on the 

friendship group, holding grudges for extended periods

• Boys – more direct behaviours, exclusion from 

games/activities, manipulating feelings of masculinity, 

grudges much shorter lived than girls

The Onset and Peak of Relational Aggression: A Time of Changing Peer Groups and 

Hierarchies

When participants were questioned regarding when they saw ‘these mean 

behaviours begin’, there was much consensus between the boys and girls. The perceived 

onset and peak of ‘mean behaviours’ overlapped considerably. The mode age of onset 

for relationally aggressive behaviours was Grade 5 (age 9-to-10; reported by 23 out of 

the 33 participants). Another 7 participants reported onset surrounding this period, at the 
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end of Grade 4 or the beginning of Grade 6. One participant had only noticed it 

happening currently in Grade 7, while another two participants felt it had been 

happening since Grade 2-to-3. 

The most common response to the question of onset was, ‘friendships began to 

change’ at this time, where the rollercoaster style friendships began to emerge, where 

friends began to ‘fight’ and ‘bitch’ with each other. Many also noted that school was not 

so ‘carefree’ anymore and people that used to be friends became separate from each 

other. According to one girl, “people were acting different, acting as though they were 

better than everyone else” (HA, LV, p. 13). According to one boy, “In the younger 

grades, everyone was friends with everyone. Except then they started getting different 

personalities, like some went into music, some went into sport and some went into 

academic. And that’s how the group of popular people got formed” (LV, AA, p. 15). 

One girl reported bewilderment by these changes, where “one day you are playing 

cartwheels with everyone … and then you are just sitting around in your little groups, 

which is really weird!” (LV, AA, p. 13)

A new social hierarchy seemed to be solidifying around this time, which seemed 

to exacerbate relationally aggression among some children in order to ‘get ahead’ in the 

hierarchy (e.g., “There were groups forming, instead of everyone just playing together” 

- Girl, LA, LV, p. 13). Friendships or groups that had been together since the early 

primary school years seemed to change, where it was common for at least one member 

to become popular and move to a different group. According to one girl, “yeah, I used 

to hang around with someone who is now real popular, but we split in the 5

th

 grade” 

(MA, MV, p. 9). Another girl who experienced a similar situation stated, “...so they still 

talk to you but just not as often as they used to. And they have made different friends” 

(HA, AV, p. 11). One boy had observed during this time, “kids would think that 

members of the pack that didn’t act the right way would have to be kicked out of the 
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group” (MA, MV, p. 12). One girl felt that her fellow peer group transformed rapidly, 

where “people were just starting to come out and show what they were really like… it 

was a weird shock really, cause like you have known this person for a long time really 

and then they just turn around and do this!” (LV, AA, p. 12). 

Fights often revolved around jealousy and possessiveness for the girls in 

particular, where it was extremely important to have a ‘best friend’. Highly close and 

intimate relationships were widespread, where it would be common to say ‘you’re 

dumped’ if you did not want to be friends anymore. Close-knit groups began to also 

form, which would create conflict within the best friendship. According to some girls, 

“we used to fight over little, stupid stuff like why isn’t she hanging around me?  Why is 

she talking to her more?” (HA, AV, p. 14); “In year 5 there was these girls that were 

being mean to each other and then making up and being mean again, and then getting 

someone else involved” (LA, AV, p. 11); and friends could turn on you saying, “you 

can’t hang with us because we want to hang by ourselves. They said they wouldn’t be 

your friend which makes you feel really, really upset” (Girl, HV, AA, p. 9). Best friend 

charms were also common to give, where it would be common for there to be fights and 

feelings of hurt due to someone thinking they deserved to receive it more than the other 

person did. Best friend charms were prominent in Grade 5 in particular. Some found the 

peer group changes and relationally aggressive behaviour so intense they found school a 

very anxiety provoking and stressful experience, such as one girl who stated, “I never 

wanted to go to school” (HA, LV, p. 13). She also indicated that she looked forward to 

the weekends, where she did not have to be at school dealing with peer problems.

The changes in the peer group structure impacted boys in a different way, where 

they were more focused on status and inclusion in activities. This was in comparison to 

girls, who were focused on intimate best friendships or close-knit groups. One boy 

stated, “things were getting said behind others’ backs and kids where getting left out of 
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games… kids just stopped being friends with each other and found other friends and 

some had no friends” (LV, AA, p. 9). One boy witnessed and also experienced, “leaving 

people out and ignoring them. Throwing objects at them to make them go away and 

stuff like that” (MA, MV, p. 9). According to one girl, while girls were focused on 

friendships, boys were focused on playing sports and trying to impress the girls. Boys 

began to be ridiculed and manipulated based on their physical status, such as according 

to one boy; “say if they want you to play tackle football and you say no because you are 

not allowed to, then they will call you a wimp because you are too scared to play” (LA, 

LV, p. 10)

When participants were asked about their perceptions of when relational 

aggression was at its worst (i.e. peak), there was some variability in responses that 

seemed to depend upon the dynamics in particular friendship groups. However, 

participants reported the average peak grade to be at the end of Grade 5, through to 

early Grade 6 (with 20 out of 33 participants noting this stage). The relationally 

aggressive behaviours reported in section B of the interviews were all provided as 

examples of what was happening during this time. Many participants noted the greater 

intensity and frequency of the relationally aggressive behaviours. The behaviours 

included girls and boys threatening to bash others up; exclusion from groups and/or 

activities, friendship groups splitting, taking sides and talking about one another; 

tormenting and ridiculing of other peers; rumours and gossip; ‘big fights and lots of 

crying’; and seeking revenge upon peers. According to one girl, “there was this group 

of girls that are usually really good friends, they just started fighting all the time, I 

don’t know why though... when they were fighting they would not talk to each other, and 

then they would go off and talk about them behind their back and say mean stuff” (LA, 

LV, p. 14), others stated that many of the popular girls were ‘getting nasty towards each 

other’. A boy noted there also was “a lot of name calling and just being mean to each 
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other…then the two alpha boys, you might say, have a fight and then the cool groups 

split and have fights” (MA, MV, p. 12). Another girl noted “every day there would 

probably be a ‘oh I don’t like you anymore!’ and then a couple of days later ‘oh you’re 

my best friend again!’ It was just one crazy lot of girls!” (HA, AV, p. 12). 

One girl who noted the peak to occur in early Grade 6, where peers would be 

planning in advance for high school “all the kids were leaving their friends out and 

making friends with the older kids in grade 7, so when they would get to high school 

they could be popular with these kids” (LA, AV, p. 12). A boy noted another specific 

example, where dating caused fights, “like they would date their best friend’s ex or 

something” (LA, AV, p. 13), while boys and girls would also fight over whom they 

want to ‘go out with’ (a term used for boyfriend/girlfriend relationships). Another 

instance stated by a boy was, “people were sending text messages, real nasty things and 

making fun of people by making posters and sticking them up all over the school with 

horrible things written on them” (HV, AA, p. 10).

Now in Grade 7?  

The general consensus among participants was that relational aggression was 

declining in Grade 7 (ages 11-to-12) as compared to Grade 5 and 6 (ages 9-to-10). It 

was noted that the relationally aggressive behaviours still often occurred, but with less 

intensity and “they seem to get over it a lot quicker.” Many participants felt there was a 

lot more caring and understanding within the peer group, and individuals were more 

likely to be supported if one was excluded from others, “people let you play with them, 

they are nice to you, they let you hang with them” (Girl, HV, AA, p. 9). There seemed to 

be more resolution in some groups, where “people are making pacts that they will be 

friends and won’t fight” (Girl, HA, LV, p. 11). Some noted that fights are still 

happening, although is more restricted within popular friendship groups; while others 

stated gender differences, “boys don’t fight that much, it’s mainly the girls who have 
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problems like that” (Boy, LA, HV, p. 12). One boy reported, “I feel more comfortable 

coming to school” (LA, LV, p. 11).  However, many participants were apprehensive of 

approaching the transition to high school, where there would be “popularity 

competitions all over again” (Boy, LV, AA, p.14). Hence, participants noticed that 

transitions are a difficult time, and context matters in the occurrence in relational 

aggression. Change and being the youngest in a new school were anticipated to bring 

changing relationships, peer groups, and status, which were expected to accompany 

another rise in relational aggression. It can be interpreted from this that relational 

aggression seems to occur in the context of relationship importance, friendship 

formation, social hierarchies and social dominance, with frequencies potentially 

decreasing once this has been again solidified (i.e. perhaps into the latter years of high 

school).   

The Relational Aggression of Girls and Boys

When participants were questioned about the types of mean behaviours boys and 

girls utilise when angry with a peer, some differences emerged in explanations.

“Girls fight heaps more than boys do.  They fight over the pettiest things. But 

boys are friends for years.  Boys really only fight if they are playing football or 

fighting over a girl really.  That’s the only time I notice when boys fight” (Girl, 

HA, AV, p. 16).

Girls were referred as being more verbal and giving dirty looks, being mean behind 

another’s back, using more ignoring behaviours, hanging with their group of friends 

spreading rumours and gossiping, more rude and nasty when they are mean, and also 

holding grudges for weeks or months. Boys on the other hand, were known to be more 

physically aggressive when angry with a peer. When relationally aggressive 

behaviours were used by boys it was often more direct and ‘in your face’, using tactics 

such as excluding from sporting games or teams, more teasing, and paying out on 
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other’s skills such as sporting abilities. Boys were described as getting over things and 

repairing relationships more quickly than girls. According to one boy’s descriptions, 

“girls usually do it emotionally and make the other one feel really small, while boys 

usually get into a fight and hit each other a few times and they just forget it, while the 

girls hold a grudge more” (HV, AA, p. 12). This participant noted boys to forget 

about it after 2 or 3 days, whereas girls may take 1 to 2 weeks to forget about it. A girl 

supported this perspective, who stated, “Girls have a lot of bitch fights a lot of the 

time… cause they are more sensitive. And boys just get over it, they don’t really care” 

(HA, LV, p. 18). A boy noted the more discrete nature of girls being mean where 

“girls might get a note and pass it around and this is more harsh than just a punch in 

the face…girls have little secret ways of doing things.” (LA, LV, p. 15) 

Although multiple participants described these gender differences, some felt that 

there were no differences in the types of mean behaviours that boys and girls use. One 

girl (HA, LV) felt that boys were often the messengers in gossip, ‘blabbing’ and 

passing the rumour along. On the contrary, some reported girls to be unable to keep 

secrets and boys as more trustworthy. Some girls would state that they would much 

rather hang out with boys because they would not be nasty and backstab, as girls tend 

to. Others felt that both boys and girls were capable of excluding peers and talking 

behind their backs when in a bad mood or angry. 

The topic of physical aggression frequently arose in the interviews, where both 

boys and girls in Grade 7 have been physically aggressive in the past. According to 

one boy, girls have the potential for physical fights. Girls’ physical aggression, 

however, seems more likely to be embedded in preceding relational aggression. 

“Boys will just come out and have a big brawl, but girls I think are worse 

because I watched a girl fight just yesterday, and they pull hair and stomp on 

each other.  It usually starts with calling each other names and it gets worse 
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because they start passing notes to their friends and then the war will break out 

and the names and pulling the hair…Boys just stop when they are out with it, but 

girls will continue until there is a winner. Continue calling others names until 

one lashes out and then she will be on her own and the other one will have all 

the friends. It depends who wins the fight or the teasing, gets the most friends” 

(Girl, MA, MV, p. 14).

Overall it can be seen from this qualitative data analysis that boys and girls can be 

both implicated with the occurrence of relational aggression. By interviewing both 

boys and girls, a larger picture was obtained. The overlaps in the behaviour, as well as 

the differences that emerge became apparent between boys and girls. 
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Discussion

The purpose of Study 2 was to gather and summarise information from 

adolescents regarding their perceptions of why their peers are relationally aggressive 

and victimised, as well as to gather vignettes of actual behaviours they had 

experienced or witnessed. Previous qualitative studies, which focused on peer group 

dynamics and relational aggression in combination, have either focused on only girls, 

and/or on older adolescent samples (Card, 2007; de Bruyn & Cillessen, 2006; Eder, 

1985; Goodwin, 2002; Owens, Slee et al., 2000). Boys and girls in their early 

adolescent years (i.e. 11-to-13 years of age) had not been interviewed concerning 

relationally aggressive behaviours. In addition, no previous study had selected 

interviewees based on their personal histories of relational aggression and/or 

victimisation. The results of these interviews were also useful for measurement 

development reported in Study 3.

When the current study participants’ explanations were analysed according to 

their perceptions of the reasons for relationally aggressive behaviour, three 

predominant categories emerged that were, unexpectedly, fairly similar for boys and 

girls. Social dynamics were provided as one possible reason for relational aggression, 

including aspects of striving for social dominance and prominence, as well as 

attempting to socially downgrade or isolate a peer. Emotional and personality 

characteristics of the aggressor provided a second set of explanations for aggression. 

These characteristics included themes of fluctuating emotional states, jealousy, 

boredom, anger and feelings of insecurity. Victim characteristics were also considered 

as triggers of such behaviour, including a lack of social appeal, emotionality of the 

victim and also in contrast, positive characteristics of the victim.  

The reasons for relationally aggressive behaviour found in this study supported 

past research, such as that of Owens and colleagues (Owens, Shute et al., 2000a, 
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2000b; Owens, Slee et al., 2000), as well as research focused on the strategy-based 

motivations of aggressive behaviours (Hawley, 2003; Hawley et al., 2007; Hawley & 

Vaughn, 2003). It can be seen from this study that relational aggression was viewed as 

“successful” in achieving goals of harm, status, retribution and relief of boredom for 

many of these early adolescents; aggression provided adolescents with one avenue to 

attempt to modify their friends’ behaviours and maintain/increase their social status. 

This illustrates what Hawley and Vaughn describe in their research title as “the bright 

side to bad behaviour”. 

Adolescents also identified internal characteristics of aggressors that help them 

to understand the reasons that some individuals are prone to being relationally 

aggressive, and associated particular emotions such as jealousy, sadness and anger 

with these behaviours.  These results support reactive aggression definitions outlined 

by Little, Jones, Henrich and Hawley (2003), whereby aggression may be driven by 

anger from previous aggression encounters, using it as a method to seek revenge and 

stand up for oneself.  Furthermore, by identifying victim characteristics that account 

for aggression, it can demonstrate why some children and adolescents are more prone 

to victimisation, as well as the reasons why some children and adolescents continue to 

be victimised, even when they change schools (Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2003; Pellegrini 

& Long, 2002). This is supported by a multitude of victimisation research that 

describes victims as more socially anxious, more sensitive to peer provocations, and 

‘different’ in some way from many of their peers (e.g. C. Lopez & DuBois, 2005; 

Olweus, 1994; Salmivalli & Isaacs, 2005). Olweus for example, used the term 

‘passive or submissive victim’ (p. 1179) to describe the more typical victims, being 

easy targets for peers aggression. However, research does not often characterise 

another sub-group of victims as having positive attributes, such as social status, which 

were identified in the current study. Thus, some reasons for victimisation identified in 



 Relational Aggression 149

the current study seem to validate this positive attributes perspective. In future 

research, it will be important to examine positive attributes of victims in addition to 

focusing on the vulnerabilities of victims. For example, popular literature has 

described the positive attributes of some victims of relational aggression (e.g., 

“Sophie didn’t invite you because she thinks you’ll steal all the attention away from 

her”, p. 14, Simmons, 2004). 

Types of relationally aggressive behaviours were also organised into themes for 

this study. There was a shared understanding between boys and girls of such 

behaviour, where all participants in the interviews understood the concept of relational 

aggression based only on the brief definition presented at the commencement of the 

interviews and a few vignettes. Behavioural themes included rollercoaster patterns in 

friendships, note passing, bitchiness, exclusion and cutting of friendships, peers not 

keeping secrets, spreading rumours and social intimidation tactics. Boys and girls 

were described as exhibiting these behaviours. However, there were some gender 

differences in the types of behaviours. These seemed to occur when the level of the 

social network was identified; girls’ relational aggression was more often focused on 

the dyadic friendship level, whereas boys were more focused on behaviours within 

larger peer groups or within the peer group as a whole. 

These findings support gender differences in relational orientation suggested by 

past theory and research (Borelli & Prinstein, 2006; Cyranowski, Frank, Young, & 

Shear, 2000; Oldehinkel et al., 2007; Rose & Rudolph, 2006). Girls have been 

described as possessing a stronger orientation to interpersonal affiliation and affection 

(e.g., feeling included in the friendship group). In contrast, boys are described as more 

oriented towards social hierarchy factors (e.g., being admired by the broader peer 

group). Goodwin (2002) noted that boys practice their aggression more in the midst of 

lunchtime games with large groups of peers, whereas girls practice their aggression in 
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their small, lunchtime seating groups. As supported by these findings and others 

(Borelli & Prinstein), girls may be more attuned to dyadic peer experiences, whereas 

boys are more attuned to the group level of peer relations. 

It appears evident from these interviews that boys and girls consider girls to be 

the more prototypical users of relational aggression. Boys were referred to as 

relationally aggressive at times, however the level of intensity of their behaviours and 

the repercussions of their behaviours, such as the level of rumination and grudges that 

followed from aggression, were described as less explosive and salient. The level of 

emotionality that girls have in their friendships may make girls’ relational aggression 

more prominent at school and with their peers, whereas boys’ relationally aggressive 

behaviours are more likely to be overlooked.

Adolescents were also asked about the onset of relational aggression. There was 

much consensus among participants where Grade 5 (about age 10) was an important 

transition point when relational aggression became more prominent and organised 

within the peer group. This was about the same time that peer groups become 

increasingly hierarchical (Pellegrini, 2002), and popularity and status become a must

for social success. It was almost a universal theme that friendships that may have 

existed since the early grades commonly dissolved, due to one person becoming more 

popular (or striving to be popular) and hanging out with those who had a higher status. 

This may be a critical time for implementing intervention strategies, which will be 

discussed in more detail in chapter 10.

The question to pose in reflection on Study 2 findings is ‘did any new 

behaviours emerge that have not been previously covered in the literature?’ The 

adolescents noted a broad variety of behaviours, complementing the existing work 

completed over the last decade. The complexity and number of different relationally 

aggressive behaviours were evident in this study and does support the need for 
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measurement to address behaviours that are occurring for both girls and boys. 

Measures of relational aggression (e.g., Crick, 1995) included few items that, 

according to the interviews conducted here, may be more pertinent to girls than boys. 

In addition, the level of emotionality that girls have in their friendships may cause 

relational aggression among girls to be more recognised by peers, but girls and boys 

may both experience it. This may cause boys’ relationally aggressive behaviours and 

victimisation to be overlooked by peer-report measures. It was anticipated that 

assessing a broader range of aggressive behaviours, which are relevant to both dyadic 

relationships and larger peer groups, and using peer- and self-report measures would 

provide a more accurate reflection of aggression and victimisation among both girls 

and boys. Following the development of new items and measures, Study 3 was 

conducted to test the new measures and to repeat and extend the analyses of Study 1.

In summary, the results of the current study show the usefulness of interviewing 

both boys and girls to understand the social landscape of relational aggression. In 

contrast to the argument that boys may be often unaware of girls’ relational 

aggression practices (Goodwin, 2002), boys were very often the observer of girls’ 

friendship processes and vice versa. Some of the behaviours had similar presentation 

among girls and boys; however some also had their own gender-specific 

manifestations. It also may be possible that when social circles become more mix-

gendered, boys’ exposure to relational aggression will escalate and become more 

common in dyadic relationships (Connolly, Furman, & Konarski, 2000)
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CHAPTER 9

Study 3: Relational Aggression: Socioemotional Correlates, and Associations with Peer 

Group Status and Individual Motivations

Study 3 was conducted to directly extend upon Study 1 and 2 in two ways. First, 

new items to assess relational aggression and victimisation were developed and tested 

based on results of Study 2. This was done to integrate adolescents’ expressed goals 

for engaging in relational aggression into item content (e.g., social harm, dominance 

and affiliation) and to include additional relationally aggressive behaviours used by 

girls and/or boys. Second, rather than focusing on only depressive symptoms and 

social worries as was done in Study 1, other potential correlates of relational 

aggression were considered, including social anxiety symptoms, affiliation and 

dominance motivations. In addition, forms of peer status other than acceptance and 

rejection were considered as correlates of relational aggression and victimisation, 

including indicators of social prominence, popularity and unpopularity.

Two sets of analyses were conducted in Study 3 to meet the two major aims of 

this study. First, analyses to consider measurement issues were conducted in Study 

3A. Second, analyses were completed to examine the following hypotheses. Some 

hypotheses were based on past research, whereas others were more exploratory. As 

was done in Study 1, gender differences in some of the hypothesised associations 

were examined.

1. As in Study 1, adolescents’ perceptions of their peer relationships (measured 

as their perceptions of exclusion and distrust of peers) will fully mediate the 

association between peer- and self-reported relational aggression and 

victimisation, on the one hand, and depressive and social anxiety symptoms on 

the other hand. 
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2. Also as tested in Study 1, it is expected that gender will moderate the 

association between aggression and victimisation, and depressive and social 

anxiety symptoms. It is expected that girls’ socioemotional functioning will be 

more negative when compared to boys who are also relationally aggressive 

and/or victimised.

3. There will be positive associations between adolescents’ social prominence 

(i.e. being popular, well-known, influential, admired, and high in leadership), 

peer acceptance, and social dominance goals. 

4. There will be a positive association between peer rejection and unpopularity.

5. There will be positive associations between peer- and self-reported relational 

aggression and between peer- and self-reported relational victimisation.

6. Adolescents who are more relationally aggressive will be higher in social 

prominence, but lower in peer acceptance. They will also be higher in goals of 

social dominance, more depressed, and more socially anxious.

7. Adolescents who are more relationally victimised will be lower in social 

prominence, lower in peer acceptance, higher in depressive symptoms, and 

higher in social anxiety symptoms.
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Method

Participants 

Participants were 335 private school students in Grades 5-to-10. Participants’ 

ages ranged between 9 and 15 years (47.3% boys and 52.7% girls). Participants in 

Grades 5 and 6 were students of one primary school, whereas participants in Grades 

7-to-10 were students at one high school. Both schools were on the same campus. 

Students were mid-to-high socioeconomic status and resided in a south-east regional 

area of Queensland, Australia.

Consent form distribution and data collection took place in the third term of 

2006. All 463 students in Grades 5-to-10 were invited to participate in the Griffith 

University Peer Project. The parental consent rate and participation rate was 73%. 

Data were inspected for missing values. There were 83 participants missing one or

two items on a single measure. These participants were maintained in the sample by 

calculating scores from the subset of completed items. No participant was missing 

more than three items across the entire questionnaire.

Participants in Study 3 were from a private school, whereas participants in Study 

1 were from public schools. Hence, groups may differ in socioeconomic status and the 

education of parents. To assist with comparability of Study 1 to Study 3 results, the 

common variables assessed across these studies (i.e. depressive symptoms and 

perceptions of exclusion and distrust) were compared. Peer nomination variables were 

not able to be compared as these were standardised within classes (in the case of 

primary school students in Studies 1 and 3) or grades (in the case of the high school 

students in Study 3). No difference was found on depressive symptoms, F(1, 612) = 

.41; p = .522 (Study 1, M = 8.31, SD = 7.45; Study 3, M = 8.68, SD = 6.94). 

Furthermore, no difference was found on perceptions of peer group exclusion and 
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distrust, F(1, 612) = .67; p = .412, (Study 1, M = 2.23, SD = .68; Study 3, M = 2.29, 

SD = .84). 

Peer Nomination Measures

Social behaviours. Peer nomination techniques were used to assess a variety of 

social behaviours. This was the same format as outlined in Study 1, with participants 

asked to nominate up to 3 people in their grade that exhibited each behaviour (with 

classmates allocated a number on the class list). The same items used in Study 1 were 

again used to measure prosocial behaviour, physical aggression, and relational 

aggression (3 items for each; Crick, 1995). The wording was slightly changed to suit 

the age range of participants. Based on the interviews conducted in Study 2, six new 

items were developed to assess relational aggression with reference to behaviours that 

had the purpose of gaining social prominence or dominance in the peer group, with an 

example item being “Some people want to be more popular. Who might ditch their 

friends to hang out with others who are more popular?” Another six new items were 

added to assess relational victimisation, with an example item being “Who tries to join 

in with others in your grade and isn’t accepted?” Psychometric analyses and scoring 

of these measures are reported in the Results section. 

Social status and friendships. Peer nomination techniques were used to assess 

peer group acceptance, peer group rejection, unpopularity and social prominence. 

Participants were asked to nominate three classmates from their grade that best fit 

each description. Peer acceptance and rejection was assessed via nominations of those 

‘you like the most’ and those ‘you like the least’. Unpopularity was assessed via 

nomination of those who ‘are the least popular’. Participants also nominated those 

who ‘are the most popular’; those who are ‘well-known’; those who ‘have influence 

over others’; those ‘who are leaders’, and those who ‘are admired’. Because of high 

correlations between nominations of popularity, well-known, influence, leadership 
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and admiration, these five items were averaged to form a social prominence score for 

each participant. The internal consistency for this scale was α = .93. All items had 

similar item-total correlations, ranging from r = .78 to r = .90. Scores were summed 

and standardised within participants’ grade for each characteristic of acceptance, 

rejection, unpopularity and social prominence. 

Self-Report Measures

Relational aggression and victimisation. Based on interviews in Study 2 and to 

parallel items on the peer nomination measure of relational aggression and 

victimisation, an 18-item self-report questionnaire was developed to assess relational 

aggression and victimisation. Nine items assessed relational aggression and nine items 

assessed relational victimisation, with responses ranging from 1 (not at all true) to 5 

(very true). An example aggression item is “I have had to ditch a friend for a while to 

hang out with people who are more popular”. An example victimisation item is “Some 

of my friends are nice to me one day and mean to me the next”. Psychometric 

analyses and scoring of these measures are reported in the Results section. 

Depressive symptoms. The Children’s Depression Inventory (CDI, Kovacs, 

1985) for school-aged children and adolescents was used (see Study 1 Method

section) to assess depressive symptomatology. The internal consistency for this scale 

in the current study was α = .87.

Social anxiety symptoms. The Social Anxiety Scale for Adolescents (SAS-A, La 

Greca & Lopez, 1998) was used to assess participants’ clinical symptoms of social 

anxiety. The SAS-A contains 18 descriptive self-statements and 4 filler items (not 

included in final score) based on behavioural preferences (e.g., “I like to read”) or 

social preferences (e.g., “I like to play with other kids”). Each item was rated on a 5-

point scale according to how true the statement is about them, with 1 (Not at all true) 

to 5 (Really true). An example item for social anxiety is “I am afraid that others will 
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not like me”. The SAS-A was originally validated using a sample of students in 

Grades 10-to-12, but has been modified for use with younger children and adolescents 

(SASC-A). The validity of the scale has been established with students in grades 6 to 

11 and the reading level is appropriate for Grade 5 children (Inderbitzen-Nolan & 

Walters, 2000).

Total scores of the SAS-A can range from 18 to 90, with higher scores 

indicating greater subjective experiences of social anxiety. Psychometric 

characteristics of the SAS-A are good, with overall internal consistency being high in 

La Greca and Lopez (1998), Cronbach’s α = .83. In the current study, the internal 

consistency for all items on the SAS-A was α = .92. 

Perceptions of exclusion and distrust. Participants’ perception of exclusion and 

distrust was measured with the nine items from the Perceptions of Peers and Self 

(POPS; see Study 1 factor analysis in chapter 7). In Study 1, the strongest mediational 

effect was found for this factor. Hence, to reduce questionnaire length, only this 

subscale was measured in the current study. Wording was slightly changed to suit the 

sample’s age range, with words such as ‘children’ and ‘kids’ being changed to 

‘students’. The internal consistency for this scale was α = .87. 

Affiliation and dominance goals in peer relationships. Affiliation and 

Dominance goals were measured using a scale developed by F. J. Currie (2001). This 

scale was psychometrically tested with a sample of fifth-to-eighth graders. The items 

were structured as anchoring items that require a participant to decide which statement 

is most like them (similar to Harter's Self-Perception Profile for Children, 1985). In 

this research, items were responded to on a 5-point Likert scale as previously 

described, with 1 (Not at all true) to 5 (Really true). Wording was also altered from 

‘kids in my grade’ (as in the original scale) to apply to children and adolescents, 

‘others in my grade’ and ‘people in my grade’.
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The Affiliation goals subscale was originally comprised of 10 items, with an 

example item being “It is important for me to be close to other people in my grade”. 

F. J. Currie (2001) found good internal consistency, with α = .72. Based on interviews 

conducted in Study 2, four new items were added in the current study to measure 

additional aspects of affiliation goals (e.g., “I like to feel as though I fit in with others 

in my grade”). The internal consistency of the subscale in the current research was 

α = .84. Affiliation goals were totalled, with scores that could range from 14 to 70. 

Higher scores reflected more affiliation goals.  

The dominance goals subscale was originally comprised of 8 items, with an 

example item being “It is important for me to be the boss”. F. J. Currie (2001) found 

good internal consistency, with α = .80. Based on interviews conducted in Study 2, 

four new items were added to this subscale (e.g., “It is important for me to have 

control over who hangs out with my group of friends”). The internal consistency of 

the scale in the current research was α = .86. Dominance goals were totalled, with 

scores that could range from 12 to 60. Higher scores indicated more dominance goals. 

Psychometric properties for the motivational orientation scales are further described in 

the Results section. 

Importance of being liked and being popular. Participants completed two items 

to assess their perceptions of the importance of being liked and being popular. The 

items were “I think it is more important to be liked by almost everyone at school than 

to be popular” and “I think it is more important to be popular at school than to be 

liked”. Responses ranged from 1 (Not at all true) to 5 (Really true) for each item. The 

correlation between these items was r = -.18, p <.01. Because this correlation was 

only moderate, each was maintained as a single item in analyses.
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Procedure

Permission for the study was given by the Human Subjects Review Board of 

Griffith University. The primary school and high school Principals, and class teachers, 

all agreed to participate in this research. Following this, parental consent forms were 

distributed to students to take home for their parents to complete. If the student was 

allowed to participate, the parental consent form required personal contact details in 

order to contact a parent about her/his child’s functioning, if necessary. Students were 

given a two-week period to return parental consent forms. A date for testing (after this 

two-week period) was scheduled with the school principal and class teachers. Regular 

visits to the schools were made during this period to collect returned consent forms 

and to remind teachers and students. Incentives were offered to each school, whereby 

two $50 gift vouchers per grade were offered as a random draw for those that returned 

a consent form (regardless of forms saying ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to participation).

Data were collected during regular class hours within the student’s normal 

classrooms, in one testing session. For the high school students, data were collected in 

their personal development class time. Those who were absent on the day of testing 

were promptly followed up for testing. This was conducted over the span of two 

weeks. Test booklets were distributed to all children who had parental consent. 

Students who did not have consent engaged in an alternate task prescribed by the class 

teacher. For some grades, those without consent were gathered in one classroom in 

order to avoid distractions during testing. The test administrator (a registered 

psychologist) read aloud basic test instructions and made sure that participants had a 

clear understanding before commencing. Non-teacher assistants (either undergraduate 

or postgraduate psychology students) were also present in every classroom for 

individual help. Instructions were given to the students concerning the confidentiality 

of their responses and that they could withdraw from assessment at any time. It was 
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emphasised that no one would have access to their responses except the researchers 

listed on the information sheet. However, the students were informed that if they 

seemed to be having extreme difficulties, their parents would be notified for their own 

personal safety.

Participants were reminded of confidentiality throughout the assessment phase. 

Students were encouraged to cover their answers with a folded page to ensure privacy. 

Instructions for measures and items were read aloud to compensate for any potential 

reading difficulties. Students recorded answers in their own questionnaire booklets. 

Students were informed of individual debriefing opportunities if they felt distressed 

for any reason at the end of the testing period. Four children took this opportunity to 

discuss personal concerns. At the end of testing, students of the high school received 

lollipops for participation, while students of the primary school received a pen for 

participation. 
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Results: Measurement Development and Psychometric Analyses

New measures and additional items were devised based on the findings of Study 

2 (see chapter 8). Scale development occurred for peer nominations of relational 

aggression and relational victimisation. Scales were also developed to assess self-

reported experiences of relational aggression and victimisation. Additional items were 

developed to add to existing scales that measure affiliative and dominance motivation. 

Factor analyses and reliability analyses were conducted to examine the psychometric 

properties of these scales and new items.

Peer Nominations of Social Behaviours:  Item Analysis and Psychometric Properties

The psychometric properties were examined for the peer nominations of social 

behaviours scale. This was done by examining correlations between pairs of items, 

conducting factor analysis of each set of items, examining gender differences in items, 

and conducting reliability analysis. The new items developed to assess relational 

aggression and relational victimization (12 new items in total) were examined and 

analyses were conducted for boys separate from girls. Following this, the items were 

assessed along with an existing measure of relational aggression and victimisation 

(Crick, 1995). Only the final factor analyses are reported along with summaries of any 

issues that arose when subsets of items were analysed or when analyses were 

conducted for boys separately from girls.

Correlations between items. There was evidence that items measuring relational 

aggression covary with each other, as do the items measuring relational victimisation. 

Correlations between the relational aggression peer nomination items ranged from r = 

.58 to r = .85, all p < .01. Correlations between the relational victimisation peer 

nomination items ranged from r = .44 to r = .86, all p < .01. 

Items for boys compared to girls. Among girls, correlations between relational 

aggression items ranged from r = .72 to r = .90, all p < .01. Among boys there was a 
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wider range of associations between relational aggression items, r = .38 to r = .85, all 

p < .01, with the lowest association between items 4 and 5 (i.e., ditching friends to be 

popular and not wanting to be around people who are not popular) and the highest 

between items 6 and 7 (i.e., wanting to stand out and trying to intimidate others; see 

Table 9.1 for a numbered list of items). For girls, the correlation between items 4 and 

5 was r = .75, as opposed to boys who was r = .38. 

When relational victimisation items were examined according to gender, there 

seemed to be a wider range of associations among girls, ranging from r = .29 to r = 

.80, compared to boys, ranging from r = .67 to r = .90. For example, the lowest 

correlation for girls (r = .29) occurred between items 1 and 6 (say mean things in

person and say mean things over the internet; see Table 9.2 for a numbered list of 

items), whereas these items for boys were correlated at r = .69. While for other items 

there were similarities in correlations between girls and boys, such as items 2 and 4

(i.e., not accepted to join in and ignoring on purpose), with boys r = .90 and girls r = 

.80. 

Individual t-tests were conducted to compare boys and girls on each relational 

aggression and victimisation peer nomination item. Levene’s test for equality of 

variance was also conducted, with unequal variances being taken into account when 

interpreting results. Four relational aggression items (items 1, 2, 3, and 4) differed 

between girls and boys, all p < .05, with girls higher than boys (see Table 9.1). Three

of these items were from the original peer nomination measure of relational 

aggression. For the victimisation scale, girls were more likely than boys to be 

victimised via internet or text messages, p < .05 (see Table 9.2). Boys were more 

likely to be made fun of than girls, p < .05. No other gender differences were found, 

but there was marginal difference in item 2, with boys not being allowed to join in 

with others more than girls, p = .051. 



 Relational Aggression 163

Table 9.1

Relational Aggression Peer Nomination Items and Gender Differences (N = 335)

Items Group M SD t(333) p

Original Items

1. When angry at someone, this 

person tries to get others to stop 

liking or talking to that person

Boys

Girls

-.18

.15

.61

1.22

-3.23 .001

2. This person spreads rumours, 

gossips or talks behind other 

people’s backs

Boys

Girls

-.24

.21

.56

1.22

-4.40 .000

3. When mad at someone, this person 

ignores or stops talking to that 

person

Boys

Girls

-.26

.24

.56

1.22

-4.91 .000

New items

4. Some people want to be popular. 

Who might ditch their friends to 

hang out with others that are more 

popular?

Boys

Girls

-.18

.15

.72

1.16

-3.09 .002

5. Some people don’t like being 

around people who aren’t popular 

enough. Who might not allow 

someone on a team or in a group 

because they aren’t popular 

enough?

Boys

Girls

-.04

.03

.95

1.04

-.63 .526

6. Some people want to stand out in 

their grade, who is mean to others 

in order to try to be more popular?

Boys

Girls

.00

-.01

.91

1.10

.15 .881

7. Who tries to intimidate others, 

make others feel small, or is mean 

to others?

Boys

Girls

.10

-.10

1.06

.92

1.86 .064

8. Some people want to upset others to 

feel more powerful. Who in your 

grade says mean things about others 

over the Internet (such as in chat 

rooms, e-mails) or through text 

messages?

Boys

Girls

-.05

.05

.85

1.11

-.94 .350

9. Who is mean to people in their own 

friendship group, such as turning 

other group members against them 

or trying to exclude them?

Boys

Girls

-.11

.10

.81

1.13

-1.95 .052

Note. The sample included 158 boys and 177 girls.
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Table 9.2

Relational Victimisation Peer Nomination Items and Gender Differences (N = 335)

Items Group M SD t(333) p

1. Who do students often say mean 

things about behind their back? 

Boys

Girls

-.06

.05

.96

1.03

-1.03 .303

2. Who tries to join in with others in 

your grade and isn't accepted?

Boys

Girls

.11

-.11

1.19

.75

1.96 .051

3. Who is made fun of by others in 

your grade?

Boys

Girls

.15

-.14

1.24

.68

2.53 .012

4. Who in your grade have you seen 

be ignored on purpose?

Boys

Girls

.05

-.05

1.17

.80

.86 .390

5. Who tends to get ditched by their 

friends?

Boys

Girls

.02

-.03

1.10

.87

.52 .601

6. Who has mean things said about 

them over the Internet or through 

text messages?

Boys

Girls

-.11

.10

.83

1.10

-2.01 .046

Note. The sample included 158 boys and 177 girls.

Factor analysis of peer-reported social behaviours. To examine the factor 

structure of all peer nominations of social behaviour, a factor analysis was conducted 

using principal axis factoring and direct oblimin rotation. Scree plots were also 

examined in this process. This analysis included items that assessed relational 

aggression, relational victimisation, prosocial behaviour, and physical aggression. 

Results are shown in Table 9.3.

As expected, four factors were extracted with eigenvalues greater than 1. These 

factors accounted for a total of 82.62% of the variance across all items. Factor 1 –

‘Relational Aggression’, accounted for 42.61% of variance, with an eigenvalue of 

8.95. This comprised both the original and the new relational aggression items. Factor 

2 – ‘Relational Victimisation’, accounted for 18.79% of variance, with an eigenvalue 

of 3.95. This comprised all new relational victimisation items. Factor 3 – ‘Prosocial 
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Behaviour’, accounted for 13.03% of variance, with an eigenvalue of 2.74. This 

comprised all prosocial behaviour items. Factor 4 – ‘Physical Aggression’, accounted 

for 8.19% of variance, with an eigenvalue of 1.72. This comprised all physical 

aggression items. 

As can be seen in Table 9.3, there were three items that had high loadings (i.e., >

.3) on two factors. These items were (1) relational aggression item 7 (intimidation of 

others), which showed a complex loading with items that assessed physical 

aggression, (2) relational victimisation item 1 (mean things said), which also loaded 

highly with items assessing relational aggression, and (3) relational victimisation item 

6 (text messages), which also loaded with items assessing relational aggression.  

Table 9.3 

Factor Structure for Peer Nominations of Social Behaviour (N = 335)

Factor

Items 1. Relational 

aggression

2. Relational 

victimisation

3. Prosocial 

behaviour

4. Physical 

aggression

Prosocial 1 .10 -.02 .85 -.02

Prosocial 2 -.10 -.04 .88 .03

Prosocial 3 -.04 -.01 .89 .01

Physical Agg 1 -.01 .09 -.01 .93

Physical Agg 2 -.03 .06 .00 .94

Physical Agg 3 .08 -.01 -.03 .91

Original RA 1 .92 .04 .03 .00

Original RA 2 .98 -.03 .03 -.09

Original RA 3 .83 .07 .05 -.09

New RA 1 .75 .11 -.06 -.04

New RA 2 .81 -.18 -.05 .15

New RA 3 .77 -.05 -.01 .23

New RA 4 .61 -.07 -.05 .52

New RA 5 .80 -.07 -.01 .18

New RA 6 .89 -.06 -.07 .05

RA victim 1 .41 .68 .06 .05

RA victim 2 -.14 .91 -.11 .06

RA victim 3 -.16 .87 .01 .14

RA victim 4 -.07 .93 -.03 -.01

RA victim 5 .10 .83 -.08 -.04

RA victim 6 .52 .50 .08 -.04
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Note. Factor loadings above the value of .30 are bolded. Items with cross loadings are 

shaded. 

Factor analysis for boys separate from girls. When factor analyses were 

conducted for boys separately from girls, relational aggression item 3 (ignores when 

mad) had a lower loading for boys of .59 compared to the loading in the analysis of 

girls of .85. A similar pattern was found for item 4 (ditching friends for popularity) 

having a loading of .52 for boys and .83 for girls. Both of these items related to 

relational aggression with the purpose of maintaining or increasing popularity. In 

summary, with the exception of these two items, loadings appeared to be similar for 

boys and girls suggesting that most relational aggression items were similarly 

intercorrelated among boys as compared to girls. 

Factor loadings for relational victimisation items among boys were generally 

similar to those of the same analysis of girls. The largest differences in loadings were 

for relational victimisation items 3 (mean things behind back said; boys = .92, girls = 

.71) and 6 (means things via text, internet, chat rooms; boys = .76, girls = .52), which 

also showed gender differences in mean level as shown in Table 9.2. 

Reliabilities and formation of subscales scores. Interitem reliability (Cronbach’s 

α) are reported in Table 9.4. All interitem reliabilities were high when examined for 

the total sample, and when examined separately for boys and girls. Scores for 

relational aggression, relational victimisation, physical aggression and prosocial 

behaviour were formed by averaging and standardising the respective items with high 

loadings on each of the four factors.
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Table 9.4 

Scale Reliabilities for Peer Nominations of Social Behaviours (N = 335)

Interitem reliability, 

Cronbach’s αScale and items

(all items M = 0, SD = .99)

Item-scale 

total 

correlation Overall Boys Girls

Overall α

if item 

removed

Relational Aggression .96 .94 .97

Original relational aggression items .94 .87 .95

1. When angry at someone, 

this person tries to get 

others to stop liking or 

talking to that person

.90 .96

2. This person spreads 

rumours, gossips or talks 

behind other people’s backs

.89 .96

3. When mad at someone, this 

person ignores or stops 

talking to that person

.76 .96

New relational aggression items .95 .93 .96

4. Some people want to be 

popular. Who might ditch 

their friends to hang out 

with others that are more 

popular?

.74 .96

5. Some people don’t like 

being around people who 

aren’t popular enough. Who 

might not allow someone 

on a team or in a group 

because they aren’t popular 

enough?

.84 .96

6. Some people want to stand 

out in their grade, who is 

mean to others in order to 

try to be more popular?

.88 .96

7. Who tries to intimidate 

others, make others feel 

small, or is mean to others?

.82 .96

8. Some people want to upset 

others to feel more 

powerful. Who in your 

grade says mean things 

about others over the 

Internet (such as in chat 

rooms, e-mails) or through 

text messages?

.86 .96

9. Who is mean to people in 

their own friendship group, 

such as turning other group 

members against them or 

trying to exclude them?

.89 .96

(table continues)
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Table 9.4 (continued)

Scale Reliabilities for Peer Nominations of Social Behaviours (N = 335)

Interitem reliability, 

Cronbach’s αScale and items

(all items M = 0, SD = .99)

Item-scale 

total 

correlation Overall Boys Girls

Overall α

if item 

removed

Relational Victimisation .92 .95 .86

1. Who do students often say 

mean things about behind 

their back? 

.75 .91

2. Who tries to join in with 

others in your grade and 

isn't accepted?

.83 .90

3. Who is made fun of by 

others in your grade?

.81 .90

4. Who in your grade have 

you seen be ignored on 

purpose?

.85 .89

5. Who tends to get ditched by 

their friends?

.82 .90

6. Who has mean things said 

about them over the 

Internet or through text 

messages?

.58 .93

Prosocial Behaviour (PB)
.91 .85 .91

1. This person tries to cheep 

up others when they are 

upset or sad about 

something

.79 .89

2. This person is nice and kind 

to other people

.79 .86

3. This person is helpful to 

other people

.83 .85

Physical Aggression (PA)
.96 .97 .90

1. This person hits or kicks 

other people

.93 .94

2. This person threatens to hit 

or beat up other people

.92 .95

3. This person pushes or 

shoves other people

.92 .95

Note. The sample included 158 boys and 177 girls.

Relational aggression item 7 was not included in the subscale for relational 

aggression because of the complex loading with physical aggression items. This final 

subscale was then averaged for each participant. In addition, examination of the 

loadings for relational victimisation items resulted in the formation of two separate 
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subscales due to the complex loadings. When items 1 and 6 were compared to the 

other items, a theme emerged. Items 1 and 6 related to a theme of being ‘spoken 

about’ and still at the centre of peer group happenings, thus a subscale score was 

formed by standardising and averaging these two items and labelled it as ‘Connected 

Victimisation’. In contrast, relational victimisation items 2, 3, 4, and 5 were more 

related to themes of being excluded and rejected from the group. Thus, this second 

subscale score was formed by standardising and averaging these 4 items and labelled 

‘Isolated Victimisation’. 

Self-Report of Social Behaviours and Psychometric Properties

Similar to the analyses of peer-reports of social behaviours, the next analyses 

were conducted to examine the psychometric properties of adolescents’ self-reported 

experiences of relational aggression and victimisation. This was done by examining 

correlations between each pair of items, conducting factor analysis for each set of 

items, examining gender differences in all items, and conducting reliability analyses. 

The new items developed to assess relational aggression and relational victimisation 

(18 new items in total) were examined, and analyses were conducted for boys separate 

from girls. Again, only the final factor analyses are reported along with summaries of 

any issues that arose when subsets of items were analysed or when analyses were 

conducted for boys separately from girls.

Correlations between items. There was evidence that items measuring relational 

aggression did co-vary, as did the items measuring relational victimisation. For all 

participants, the degree of association between the relational aggression self-report 

items ranged from r = .12 to r = .51, all p < .05. For all participants, the degree of 

association between the relational victimisation self-report items significantly ranged 

from r = .15 to r = .68, all p < .01. 
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Boys compared to girls. When relational aggression items were examined 

according to gender, associations between items for girls ranged from a nonsignificant 

r = .11 to r = .59, p < .01; with the weakest correlation between items 7 and 9 

(exclusion and being the centre of attention, see Table 9.5 for a numbered list of 

items). In comparison, items 7 and 9 were correlated at .24 among boys. Item 

associations for boys ranged from a nonsignificant r = -.02 to r = .48, p < .01, with the 

weakest association between items 2 and 4 (hard to be seen with someone unpopular 

and stopping friendship because of friends’ dislike). In comparison, items 2 and 4 for 

girls were correlated at r = .46. 

When relational victimisation items were examined according to gender, the 

degree of associations between items for girls ranged from a nonsignificant r = .12 to 

r = .66, p < .01; with the weakest association between items 1 and 9 (experiencing 

others being mean and receiving mean text messages; see Table 9.6 for the items). 

Similar to the findings for girls, item associations for boys ranged from r = .18, p < 

.05 to r = .75, p < .01; with the weakest association also between items 1 and 9. 

Individual t-tests were conducted to compare boys and girls on their self-report 

of relational aggression and victimisation (see Tables 9.5 and 9.6). Levene’s test for 

equality of variance was also conducted, with unequal variances being taken into 

account when interpreting results. On 4 of the 9 relational aggression items, boys self-

reported more relational aggression than girls, all p < .05. Differences across these 

items show that boys perceive themselves to do relationally aggressive behaviours 

driven by status and attention seeking, more so than girls. For the remaining items 

there were no gender differences. Relational victimisation items 4, 5 and 8 had 

significant gender differences at a significance level of p < .05. Boys reported greater 

victimisation on items 4 (intimidation) and 8 (nice one day, mean next), while girls 
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reported greater victimisation on item 5 (friends ditching them). For the remaining 

items, boys and girls were not different in self-reports of relational victimisation. 

Table 9.5

Self-Report Relational Aggression Items and Gender Differences (N = 335)

Items Group M SD t(333) p

1. Sometimes I have made fun of 

someone in my grade to get 

attention from others or to make 

sure someone doesn’t think too 

much of himself or herself.

Boys

Girls

2.04

1.75

1.05

.86

2.76 .006

2. It can be hard to be seen around 

someone if he or she isn’t that 

popular, so I do things to avoid 

being seen with them.

Boys

Girls

1.83

1.55

1.10

.79

2.58 .010

3. Sometimes I get jealous about 

others liking another person more 

than me, so I do something so 

others will not like them as much.

Boys

Girls

1.43

1.49

.79

.83

-.61 .546

4. I have had to stop being friends 

with someone because my friends 

didn’t like the person very much.

Boys

Girls

1.66

1.49

1.16

.92

1.55 .122

5. Sometimes I get jealous of a 

friend’s relationship with 

someone else or with another 

group, so I have had to do 

something about it.

Boys

Girls

1.54

1.58

.96

.93

-.37 .711

6. I have had to ditch a friend for a 

while to hang out with people who 

are more popular.

Boys

Girls

1.53

1.33

.96

.77

2.09 .037

7. I have tried to exclude another 

person (e.g., from a game or 

party) because he or she might be 

better at something or is more 

popular than I am.

Boys

Girls

1.34

1.36

.72

.74

-.18 .560

8. I sometimes like to be the leader 

amongst my friends, so I can be 

the centre of attention and/or get 

more respect. 

Boys

Girls

2.18

1.88

1.22

1.11

2.37 .018

9. I have sent messages that are kind 

of mean using e-mail, instant 

messaging or SMS.

Boys

Girls

1.51

1.54

.96

.87

-.31 .756

Note. The sample included 158 boys and 177 girls.
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Table 9.6 

Self-Report Relational Victimisation Items and Gender Differences (N = 335)

Items Group M SD t(333) p

1. Others in my grade say mean 

things about me behind my back.

Boys

Girls

1.85

1.77

1.14

1.09

.66 .513

2. If I try to join in with others, I am 

made to feel unwelcome and/or 

am excluded from the activity.

Boys

Girls

2.23

2.37

1.27

1.21

-1.06 .291

3. I am made fun of and 

embarrassed by others in my 

grade.

Boys

Girls

2.01

1.84

1.18

1.15

1.29 .197

4. Others in my grade try to 

intimidate me or make me feel 

bad.

Boys

Girls

2.03

1.78

1.26

1.03

1.98 .049

5. My friends ditch me to be with 

others that are more known by 

others, or who are more popular.

Boys

Girls

1.85

2.33

1.26

1.34

-2.92 .004

6. Other people have tried to get 

closer to one or more of my 

friends, making me feel like an 

outsider.

Boys

Girls

2.01

1.93

1.25

1.20

.60 .547

7. If I am away from school, my 

friends seem to talk about me or 

plan things without me. 

Boys

Girls

1.92

2.10

1.19

1.22

-1.35 .177

8. Some of my friends are nice to 

me one day and mean to me the 

next.

Boys

Girls

2.17

1.90

1.30

1.14

2.06 .041

9. People have sent messages that 

are kind of mean towards me 

through e-mail, instant messaging 

or SMS.

Boys

Girls

1.67

1.85

1.14

1.34

-1.34 .180

Note. The sample included 158 boys and 177 girls.

Factor analysis of self-reported social behaviours. To examine the factor 

structure of self-reported relational aggression and victimisation, a factor analysis 

using principal axis factoring with direct oblimin rotation was conducted. Results are 

shown in Table 9.7. A four-factor solution was obtained, which accounted for a total 

of 57.72% of the variance. The first factor, consisting of 4 items from the 

victimization questions, accounted for 30.45% of the variance and had an eigenvalue 

of 5.48. The items were evaluated for themes and named ‘Isolated relational 
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victimisation’. The second factor, consisting of 8 items from the aggression questions, 

accounted for 14.43% of the variance and had an eigenvalue of 2.60. The items were 

evaluated for themes and named ‘Self-reported relational aggression’. The third 

factor, consisting of 2 items, accounted for 6.84% of the variance and had an 

eigenvalue of 1.23. These items were each related to relational aggression by self and 

victimization from others via the internet and mobile phones. This factor was named 

‘Involvement with cyber/phone relational aggression’. The fourth factor, consisting of 

4 items, accounted for 6.00% of the variance, with and Eigenvalue of 1.08. These 

items were evaluated for themes, and named ‘Connected relational victimisation’. A 

complex item was found of relational victimisation item 1, where it loaded 

significantly upon Factor 1, with a loading of .37; while the loading on Factor 4 was 

stronger, of -.50. 
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Table 9.7

Factor Structure for Self-Reported Relational Aggression Experiences Scale (N = 

335)

Factor

Items
1. Isolated 

victimisation

2. Relational 

aggression

3. Cyber/phone 

aggression

4. Connected 

victimisation

RA1 .12 .56 .06 .22

RA2 -.05 .67 -.02 .00

RA3 -.02 .58 .03 -.17

RA4 .05 .38 -.09 -.17

RA5 .15 .52 -.01 -.10

RA6 .00 .65 .02 -.07

RA7 -.03 .34 .04 -.27

RA8 -.06 .48 .08 .12

RA9 -.11 .27 .52 .04

RV1 .37 .07 -.13 -.50

RV2 .71 -.09 .17 -.06

RV3 .66 .09 -.04 -.11

RV4 .97 .06 -.05 .13

RV5 .29 .11 .09 -.42

RV6 .29 .08 .13 -.50

RV7 .10 .03 .17 -.67

RV8 .75 -.02 .02 -.06

RV9 .14 -.12 .63 -.13

Note. Factor loadings above the value of .30 are bolded. Items with cross loadings are 

shaded. 

Factor analysis for boys separate from girls. When factor analysis was conducted 

for boys separate from girls, similar factors emerged and, with one exception, all items 

loaded above .3 on a least one factor (Tabachnick & Fiddell, 2001). The one exception 

was for boys’ relational aggression item 4 (stop being friends), having a low loading of 

.24 as compared to girls who had a loading of .45.  

Reliabilities and formation of subscales scores. Interitem reliabilities 

(Cronbach’s α) are reported in Table 9.8. All interitem reliabilities were high when 
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examined for the total sample, and when examined separately for boys and girls. The 

lowest reliabilities occurred for Factor 3 (cyber/phone relational aggression).

Table 9.8 

Scale Reliabilities for Self-Reported Experiences of Relational Aggression/

Victimisation (N = 335)

Interitem Reliability, 

Cronbach’s αFactor and items

Item-scale 

total 

correlation Overall Boys Girls

Overall α

if item 

removed 

Factor 1 

Isolated victimisation experiences .87 .88 .85

RV2.Others in my grade say mean things about 

me behind my back.

.69 .84

RV3. If I try to join in with others, I am made to 

feel unwelcome and/or am excluded from 

the activity.

.66 .85

RV4. I am made fun of and embarrassed by 

others in my grade.

.80 .79

RV8. Others in my grade try to intimidate me or 

make me feel bad.

.71 .83

Factor 2

Self-reported relational aggression .76 .74 .78

RA1. Sometimes I have made fun of someone in 

my grade to get attention from others or to 

make sure someone doesn’t think too much 

of himself or herself.

.45 .74

RA 2. It can be hard to be seen around someone 

if he or she isn’t that popular, so I do

things to avoid being seen with them.

.55 .72

RA3. Sometimes I get jealous about others 

liking another person more than me, so I 

do something so others will not like them 

as much.

.55 .72

RA4. I have had to stop being friends with 

someone because my friends didn’t like the 

person very much.

.36 .75

RA5. Sometimes I get jealous of a friend’s 

relationship with someone else or with 

another group, so I have had to do 

something about it.

.50 .73

RA6. I have had to ditch a friend for a while to 

hang out with people who are more popular.

.59 .71

RA7. I have tried to exclude another person 

(e.g., from a game or party) because he or 

she might be better at something or is more 

popular than I am.

.37 .75

RA8. I sometimes like to be the leader amongst 

my friends, so I can be the centre of 

attention and/or get more respect. 

.36 .76

(table continues)
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Table 9.8 (continued)

Scale Reliabilities for Self-Reported Experiences of Relational Aggression/Victimisation 

(N = 335)

Interitem Reliability, 

Cronbach’s αFactor and items

Item-scale 

total 

correlation Overall Boys Girls

Overall α

if item 

removed

Factor 3 

Involvement with cyber/phone 

relational aggression .48 .58 .39

RA9. I have sent messages that are kind of 

mean using e-mail, instant messaging 

or SMS.

.33 --

RV9. People have sent messages that are 

kind of mean towards me through e-

mail, instant messaging or SMS.

.33 --

Factor 4

Connected relational victimisation .82 .81 .83

RV1. My friends ditch me to be with others 

that are more known by others, or who 

are more popular. ª

.64 .77

RV5. Other people have tried to get closer 

to one or more of my friends, making 

me feel like an outsider.

.59 .80

RV6. If I am away from school, my friends 

seem to talk about me or plan things 

without me. 

.68 .75

RV7. Some of my friends are nice to me 

one day and mean to me the next.

.65 .76

Note. The sample included 158 boys and 177 girls.

ªitem with a complex loading.

After these above analyses were conducted some final decisions were made for 

this relational aggression experiences scale. Factor 3 was seen to have low reliability 

based on the 2 items of cyber/phone relational aggression experiences. It was decided 

after assessment of Table 9.7 that these items would be kept separate and used as 

single item measures, rather than a 2-item sub-scale. In regards to relational 

aggression item 7, as it loaded upon a factor that was conceptually different (i.e. 

relational victimisation), this item was not included in the subscale score. It is seen in 

Table 9.8 that this would have little impact upon the reliability of the scale if the item 

was removed (i.e. reduced from .76 to .75). Relational victimisation item 1 was 
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retained with other items loading on Factor 4 because it was conceptually similar to 

the other items. After these considerations, subscale scores were formed by summing 

items within each factor. 

Aggression via Technology: Gender Comparisons

Self-reports of relational aggression and victimisation via text messaging and 

internet communication were assessed in this study. As mentioned earlier, these items 

were not highly intercorrelated with other aggression and victimisation items and 

subscales, and were therefore analysed separately. Overall, 6.0% of participants 

indicated it true (4/5) to very true (5/5) when asked whether they had sent mean 

messages using technology. More participants reported they had been victimised, with 

15.2% of participants reporting true or very true when asked whether they had received 

mean messages. When boys and girls were compared, no significant difference occurred 

for technological relational aggression, F(1, 334) = .096; p = .756, or for technological 

relational victimisation, F(1, 334) = 1.77; p = .184. 

Affiliation and Dominance Motivations, and Psychometric Properties

The psychometric properties were examined for the self-report scale assessing 

social motivations of affiliation and social dominance. The new items formed for 

affiliation and social dominance (8 new items in total) were examined in the context 

of the 18 items developed by F. J. Currie (2001). Inter-item analysis was first 

conducted. Following this, the items were assessed in the context of the overall peer 

nomination scale and also according to gender. A major aim was to determine if these 

scales was suitable for use with both boys and girls.

Correlation between items. Inter-item analyses were first conducted to confirm 

associations between pairs of items for self-reported a) affiliation motivations; and b) 

social dominance motivation items. This was first conducted for all participants, for 

boys only and for girls only. For all participants, the degree of association between the 
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affiliation motivation items significantly ranged from r = .11, p < .05, to r = .56, p < 

.01. For all participants, the degree of association between the social dominance 

motivation items significantly ranged from a nonsignificant r = .07 to r = .62, p < .01). 

Items for boys compared to girls. When examined according to gender, the 

associations between pairs of affiliation items for girls ranged from a nonsignificant r

= .00 to r = .56, p < .01; with the weakest correlation between items 2 and 14 (as 

opposed to boys, r = .35). For boys, the association ranged from a nonsignificant r = 

.05 to r = .66, p < .01; with the weakest association between items 2 and 5 (as opposed 

to girls, r = .20). For social dominance items, there was greater consistency across 

genders, the associations between items for girls ranged from a nonsignificant r = .02 

to r = .60 (p < .01); with the weakest association between items 3 and 11 (similar to 

boys, r = .06). For boys, the associations ranged from a nonsignificant r = .04 to r = 

.62 (p < .01); with the weakest association between items 4 and 11 (similar to girls, r

= .08). 

Individual t-tests were conducted to compare boys and girls' self-reports of their 

affiliation motivation (see Table 9.9). Levene’s test for equality of variance was also 

conducted, with unequal variances being taken into account when interpreting the 

results. On four items girls reported greater affiliation motivation than boys, p < .05 

(with two of these being the original items and two being new items). These items 

were related to interpersonal connectedness aspects such as sharing, caring, reliance 

and best friendship. For the remaining 10 affiliation items, boys and girls were not 

different in their reports of affiliation motivations. Individual t-tests were also 

conducted to compare boys and girls on each self-report social dominance motivation 

item (see Table 9.10). Boys scored significantly higher than girls on the social 

dominance items (with six of these being the original items and four being new 
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items), p < .05. There were only two items where boys and girls were not different in 

social dominance motivations. These items were related to ‘getting what you want’.

Table 9.9 

Self-Report Affiliation Motivation Items and Gender Differences (N = 335)

Items Group M SD t(333) p

1. It is important for me to be close 

to other people in my grade

Boys

Girls

3.60

3.82

1.11

1.14

-1.79 .074

2. It is important that I can cooperate 

with others in my grade

Boys

Girls

4.13

4.25

.98

.81

-1.25 .213

3. It is important to me that I always 

hang out with others at school

Boys

Girls

3.54

3.70

1.19

1.26

-1.18 .240

4. I really like to work with other 

students in a group 

Boys

Girls

3.73

3.79

1.13

1.18

-.45 .656

5. I like to do things with others my 

age most of the time 

Boys

Girls

3.93

3.88

1.02

.98

.46 .645

6. I think it is important to let 

friends know that I care about 

them

Boys

Girls

3.80

4.59

1.12

.70

-7.58 .000

7. I have more fun when I do things 

with others my age than on my 

own

Boys

Girls

4.22

4.39

1.07

.94

-1.55 .121

8. I often want to work with others 

at school

Boys

Girls

3.71

3.89

1.04

1.09

-1.52 .129

9. I like to share important things 

about myself 

Boys

Girls

2.83

3.16

1.20

1.12

-2.62 .009

10. It is important for me to have 

other students to hang out with 

most of the time

Boys

Girls

3.66

3.86

1.16

1.14

-1.59 .113

11. It is important to me to be liked 

by others in my grade

Boys

Girls

3.45

3.61

1.23

1.13

-1.28 .203

12. I like to have a group of friends I 

can count on

Boys

Girls

4.44

4.77

.89

.52

-4.02 .000

13. I like to feel as though I fit in with 

others in my grade

Boys

Girls

4.10

4.23

1.05

.88

-1.23 .220

14. It is important for me to have a 

best friend who really understands 

me

Boys

Girls

4.15

4.54

1.11

.87

-3.54 .000

Note. The sample included 158 boys and 177 girls.
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Table 9.10

Self-Report Social Dominance Motivation Items and Gender Differences (N = 335)

Items Group M SD t(333) p

1. It is important to me to get my 

own way

Boys

Girls

2.20

1.98

1.04

1.07

1.92 .056

2. It is important that I tell others 

what to do

Boys

Girls

1.68

1.40

.84

.75

3.20 .002

3. I like to be a leader Boys

Girls

3.00

2.69

1.32

1.36

2.08 .038

4. It is important to me to always be 

right

Boys

Girls

2.20

1.79

1.25

.91

4.10 .000

5. It is important to me to win 

arguments 

Boys

Girls

2.26

1.68

1.27

1.00

4.59 .000

6. Its important for me to be the boss Boys

Girls

1.59

1.28

.89

.63

3.67 .000

7. I like to get what I want Boys

Girls

2.49

2.30

1.25

1.16

1.48 .141

8. Its important to me to win at 

games or activities 

Boys

Girls

2.58

1.87

1.30

1.02

5.48 .000

9. It is important for me to have 

control over who hangs out with 

my group of friends 

Boys

Girls

2.20

1.68

1.27

.96

4.18 .000

10. I like to have others admire me 

and follow me in what I do 

Boys

Girls

2.61

2.29

1.33

1.14

2.38 .018

11. I like to have others feel 

threatened by me 

Boys

Girls

1.31

1.07

.69

.26

4.12 .000

12. I like to be in the centre of my 

crowd or group of friends 

Boys

Girls

2.33

2.00

1.25

1.13

2.53 .012

Note. The sample included 158 boys and 177 girls.

Factor analysis of social motivation items. A factor analysis, via principal axis 

factoring extraction, was conducted on social motivations scale items for affiliation 

and dominance motivations. A direct oblimin rotation method was utilised. Two 

factors appeared dominant in the scree plot. However, there were 3 additional factors 

with eigenvalues just above one. Because of the evidence that two factors might be 

the best solution, the factor analysis was repeated requesting a 2-factor solution. 

Results show that all social dominance items (original and new) loaded highly on 

Factor 1, with an eigenvalue of 5.68 and 21.85% of the variance accounted for (see 

Table 9.11). All affiliation items (original and new) loaded highly on Factor 2, with an 
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eigenvalue of 4.03 and accounted for 15.48% of the variance. All factor loadings were 

greater than .3, with no complex loading items. 

Table 9.11

Factor Structure for Affiliation and Dominance Motivation Scales (N = 335)

Factor

Items
1. Social dominance 

motivations

2. Affiliation motivations

Affiliation 1 .01 .61

Affiliation 2 -.07 .54

Affiliation 3 .09 .65

Affiliation 4 .00 .48

Affiliation 5 .12 .36

Affiliation 6 -.16 .45

Affiliation 7 -.06 .45

Affiliation 8 -.05 .51

Affiliation 9 .09 .44

Affiliation 10 .10 .60

Dominance 1 .57 .07

Dominance 2 .62 .04

Dominance 3 .47 .09

Dominance 4 .65 .02

Dominance 5 .79 -.08

Dominance 6 .74 -.10

Dominance 7 .59 -.06

Dominance 8 .65 -.02

Affiliation 11 (new) .25 .54

Affiliation 12 (new) -.07 .57

Affiliation 13 (new) .08 .60

Affiliation 14 (new) .01 .42

Dominance 9 (new) .45 .07

Dominance 10 (new) .55 .12

Dominance 11 (new) .35 -.19

Dominance 12 (new) .61 .15

Note. Factor loadings above the value of .30 are bolded.
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Factor analysis boys compared to girls. When the factor structure was further 

examined according to gender, some minor differences were found and considered 

when constructing total subscale scores. For boys, affiliation item 11 (new item –

important to be liked) had a complex loading onto Factor 1 of -.32 (as opposed to .48 

onto Factor 2). For girls, affiliation item 14 (new item – best friend who understands 

me) and social dominance item 11 (new item – others threatened), did not load (i.e. > 

.3) onto any of the obtained factors. 

Reliabilities and formation of subscales scores. Interitem correlations 

(Cronbach’s α) are reported in Table 9.12. All interitem reliabilities were high when 

examined for the total sample, and when examined separately for boys and girls.

Table 9.12

Scale Reliabilities, and Correlations for Affiliation and Social Dominance Motivations 

(N = 335)

Interitem Reliability, 

Cronbach’s αScale and items

Item-scale 

total 

correlation Overall Boys Girls

Overall α

if item 

removed

Total Affiliation .84 .84 .82

Original items .79 .78 .79

1. It is important for me to be close 

to other people in my grade

.56 .82

2. It is important that I can cooperate 

with others in my grade

.46 .83

3. It is important to me that I always 

hang out with others at school

.61 .82

4. I really like to work with other 

students in a group 

.44 .83

5. I like to do things with others my 

age most of the time 

.36 .83

6. I think it is important to let friends 

know that I care about them

.37 .83

7. I have more fun when I do things 

with others my age than on my 

own

.41 .83

8. I often want to work with others at 

school

.48 .82

9. I like to share important things 

about myself 

.43 .83

(table continues)
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Table 9.12 (continued)

Scale Reliabilities, and Correlations for Affiliation and Social Dominance Motivations 

(N = 335)

Interitem Reliability, 

Cronbach’s αScale and items

Item-scale 

total 

correlation Overall Boys Girls

Overall α

if item 

removed

10. It is important for me to have 

other students to hang out with 

most of the time

.57 .82

New items .69 .75 .50

11. It is important to me to be liked 

by others in my grade

.50 .82

12. I like to have a group of friends I 

can count on

.50 .82

13. I like to feel as though I fit in with 

others in my grade

.54 .82

14. It is important for me to have a 

best friend who really understands 

me

.37 .83

 Total Dominance .86 .84 .86

Original items .85 .83 .83

1. It is important to me to get my 

own way

.53 .85

2. It is important that I tell others 

what to do

.56 .85

3. I like to be a leader .46 .86

4. It is important to me to always be 

right

.60 .84

5. It is important to me to win 

arguments 

.70 .84

6. Its important for me to be the boss .66 .84

7. I like to get what I want .54 .85

8. Its important to me to win at 

games or activities 

.60 .84

New items .67 .68 .60

9. It is important for me to have 

control over who hangs out with 

my group of friends 

.43 .86

10. I like to have others admire me 

and follow me in what I do 

.56 .85

11. I like to have others feel 

threatened by me 

.28 .86

12. I like to be in the centre of my 

crowd or group of friends 

.60 .84

Note. The sample included 158 boys and 177 girls.

After evaluation of the overall factor analysis conducted and separate analyses 

according to gender, some items were removed based on difficulties that emerged. 
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Affiliation item 11 (new) was removed due to its complex loading for boys; whereas 

affiliation item 14 and social dominance item 11 (both new items) were removed due 

to their low loadings for girls. These items were removed on the basis of ensuring the 

scales were relevant to both boys and girls. As seen in Table 9.12 (in the ‘α if item 

removed’ column), this did not greatly impact on the reliability of the subscales. 

Remaining items were summed to construct total affiliation motivation and 

dominance motivation scores for each participant.
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Study 3B: Associations between Peer Behaviours and Relationships, Gender, Depression, 

and Social Anxiety

Tests of Univariate Normality, Identification of Outliers and Transformation of Data

Prior to conducting further analyses, the assumption of normality of variable 

distributions was checked using the KS-Lilliefors test. Although all measured variables 

showed some skew, z > 3.29, p < .01, peer nomination measures and depressive 

symptoms showed the most substantial positive skew. Logarithmic transformations 

were applied to the peer nomination variables and a square root transformation was 

applied to depressive symptom scores. For the standardised peer nomination variables, a 

constant was added prior to transformation in order to make all scores positive. 

Transformations applied to the peer nomination variables did not significantly improve 

skew; therefore the original scores were retained for analyses. Square root 

transformation of depressive symptoms resulted in a distribution that approached 

normality (i.e., z = 9.17 reduced to z = 3.01 after transformation). Therefore, the 

transformed depressive symptom scores were included in all further correlation and 

regression analyses. 

Because the peer nomination measures of rejection, social prominence, 

unpopularity, relational aggression, relational victimisation, and physical aggression had 

distributions that significantly departed from normality, continuous variables were 

transformed to categorical variables. Categorical variables were formed based on 

identification of three critical points in each distribution (drop-off between participant 

clusters). Based on where critical points occurred, cut-offs were selected, categories 

were formed, and participants were assigned scores of 0, 1 or 2 to indicate category 

membership. All analyses were conducted with continuously scaled peer nomination 

variables and repeated using these categorical variables. Differences in findings were 

evaluated for all analyses, with continuous scores utilised when no deviations occurred. 
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Univariate and multivariate outliers were also examined. This was examined by 

standardising the total scores for each variable, with outliers considered as z < -3.29 or z

> 3.29. All scores that met this criterion were inspected for data entry errors, and 

appeared valid. Finally, transformations were applied to determine if this impacted on 

outlying data points, no substantial changes occurred. Therefore, all participants were 

maintained. Mahalanobis distance scores were inspected to examine multivariate 

outliers. No multivariate outliers were detected in the sample.

Descriptive Statistics and Preliminary Analyses for Peer Status, Social Behaviour, and 

Socioemotional Functioning

The means, standard deviations and observed ranges of all variables are presented 

in Table 9.13. For variables that were transformed, descriptive statistics are presented 

for the untransformed scores. The transformed variables are used in all further 

correlation and regression analyses, and one-way ANOVAs. 

Gender comparisons were conducted (see Table 9.14). Using a Bonferroni 

correction the critical α is < .002, but differences with a p <.05 are noted, also. Analyses 

revealed gender differences on four variables. Compared to girls, boys were higher in 

peer-reported physical aggression, F(1, 333) = 38.70; p < .001, and self-reported 

dominance goals, F(1, 333) = 25.18; p < .001; with medium effect sizes. Girls were 

higher in peer-reported prosocial behaviour, with a large effect size, F(1, 333) = 49.53; 

p < .001, and self-reported affiliation goals with a small effect size, F(1, 333) = 10.94; p

= .001. Three other differences were found when p < .05 was used as the critical value, 

with all differences having a small effect size. Boys were higher than girls in self-

reported relational aggression F(1,333) = 6.08; p = .014, but girls were higher than boys 

in peer-reported relational aggression F(1, 333) = 6.74; p = .010. In addition, boys were 

more rejected by their classmates than girls, F(1, 333) = 4.05; p = .045. 
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Table 9.13

Descriptive Statistics for all Variables in Study 3B (N = 335)

Variables M SD Min Max

Peer nominations

Acceptance .00 .99 -1.73 3.13

Rejection -.01 .98 -1.06 5.11

Unpopularity .00 .99 -.72 6.19

Social prominence composite .00 .88 -.80 4.37

Relational aggression .00 .87 -.82 5.19

Isolated victimisation -.01 .90 -.66 6.81

Connected victimisation .00 .90 -.79 5.47

Physical aggression -.01 .95 -.64 5.52

Prosocial behaviour .00 .90 -1.20 4.25

Self-report

Depressive symptoms 8.68 6.94 0 39

Social anxiety symptoms 41.55 13.84 18 83

Perceptions of exclusion/distrust 20.57 7.52 9 44

Affiliation goals 47.07 7.27 23 60

Dominance goals 22.90 8.04 11 50

Relational aggression 11.60 4.29 7 31

Isolated victimisation 8.15 4.03 4 20

Connected victimisation 7.92 3.91 4 20
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Table 9.14

One-way ANOVAs Comparing Boys and Girls on All Measured Variables

Variables Group M SD F(1, 333) p Cohen’s d

Peer nominations

Acceptance Boys

Girls

-.04

.04

1.04

.95

.52 .473 .08

Rejection Boys

Girls

.10

-.11

1.0

.95

4.05 .045 .22

Unpopularity Boys

Girls

.10

-.10

1.12

.85

3.36 .068 .20

Social prominence Boys

Girls

-.07

.06

.79

.95

2.78 .096 .15

Relational aggression Boys

Girls

-.14

.11

.61

1.04

6.74 .010 .29

Isolated victimisation Boys

Girls

.08

-.08

1.11

.66

2.68 .103 .18

Connected victimisation Boys

Girls

-.09

.08

.82

.96

2.77 .097 .19

Physical aggression Boys

Girls

.32

-.30

1.24

.43

38.70 .000 .67

Prosocial behaviour Boys

Girls

-.34

.31

.61

.02

49.53 .000 1.15

Self-report

Depressive symptoms Boys

Girls

2.75

2.62

1.17

1.27

.88 .348 .11

Social anxiety symptoms Boys

Girls

40.02

42.91

13.67

13.88

3.664 .056 .21

Perceptions of exclusion/distrust Boys

Girls

20.26

20.86

7.79

7.28

.52 .470 .08

Affiliation goals Boys

Girls

45.71

48.30

7.47

6.88

10.94 .001 .36

Dominance goals Boys

Girls

25.15

20.88

8.21

7.33

25.18 .000 .55

Relational aggression Boys

Girls

12.20

11.06

4.44

4.07

6.08 .014 .27

Isolated victimisation Boys

Girls

8.44

7.89

4.32

3.76

1.54 .215 .14

Connected victimisation Boys

Girls

7.69

8.13

3.86

3.95

1.03 .311 .11

Note. Sample includes 158 boys, 177 girls
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Table 9.15

Correlations between Aggression, Victimisation, Socio-emotional Functioning and Perceptions of Peer Relationships (N = 335)

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Peer-report

1. Relational aggression --

2. Isolated victimisation .10 --

3. Connected victimisation .61** .68** --

Self-report

4. Depressive symptoms .12* .05 .09 --

5. Social anxiety symptoms -.06 .17** .05 .44** --

6. Perceptions of peer exclusion/distrust .02 .21** .14* .52** .68** --

7. Relational aggression .10 -.02 .00 .24** .16** .18** --

8. Isolated victimisation .06 .28** .21** .45** .54** .72** .22** --

9. Connected victimisation .11* .17** .18** .43** .51** .65** .34** .66**

*p < .05. **p < .01.
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Models of Aggression, Victimisation, and Perceptions of Peers as Correlates of

Depressive Symptoms and Social Anxiety Symptoms

One aim of Study 3B was to re-examine the findings of Study 1 using the new 

items/scales, which were developed in Study 2 and assessed for factor structure and 

reliability in Study 3A. However, different from Study 1, both peer- and self-report of 

adolescents’ relational aggression and victimisation were available. In addition, rather 

than measuring depressive symptoms and situational-specific social worries, depressive 

symptoms and symptoms of more general social anxiety were assessed. Only one aspect 

of participants’ perceptions of their peer relationships was measured - perceptions of 

peer exclusion and distrust. Correlations between these variables are shown in Table 

9.15. Findings were quite similar to those of Study 1.  

Relational aggression and victimisation – peer nominations. Based on Baron and 

Kenny’s (1986) guidelines for investigating mediation, relational aggression as reported

by peers was not examined further, as no association was found between relational 

aggression and perceptions of exclusion and distrust, r = .02, p = .690. In addition, 

relational aggression was not associated with social anxiety symptoms, r = -.06, 

victimisation measures were not associated with depressive symptoms, r = .05 and .09, 

and peer-reported connected victimisation was not significantly correlated with social 

anxiety symptoms, r = .05, p = .390. All other correlations between the independent 

variables, the mediator and the dependent variables were significant and ranged between 

r = .12 and r = .68, all p < .05. These significant correlations indicated that only the 

association between peer-reported isolated victimisation and social anxiety symptoms

might be mediated by children’s perceptions of their peers.

The hierarchical regression for this potential mediation is seen in Table 9.16. In

Step 1, isolated victimisation explained 2.8% of the variance in adolescents’ social 

anxiety symptoms; F(1, 333) = 9.59; p = .002. A further 44.0% of the variance was 
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.21** .68**

explained when perceptions of exclusion and distrust was entered in Step 2; F(1, 332) = 

275.09; p < .001. After Step 2, 46.8% of the variance in social anxiety symptoms was 

accounted for by all variables in the model, F(2, 332) = 146.29; p < .001. In addition, 

once perceptions were taken into account, the association between isolated victimisation 

and social anxiety symptoms was not significant (see Figure 9.1). 

Table 9.16

Hierarchical Regression Analysis Testing the Mediational Role of Perceptions of 

Exclusion and Distrust in the Association between Peer-Reported Isolated Relational 

Victimisation and Social Anxiety Symptoms (N = 334)

Independent variables B SE B

Step 1

Isolated relational victimisation 2.56 .83 .17**

Step 2

Isolated relational victimisation

Perception of exclusion and distrust

.34

1.25

.63

.08

.02

.68**

Note. R
2

 = .03 for Step 1; R

2 

= .440 for Step 2 (p < .001). 

**p < .01.

Figure 9.1 Perceptions of exclusion and distrust fully mediating the relationship 

between isolated relational victimisation and social anxiety symptoms.

**p < .01.

Isolated relational 

victimisation

Perceptions of 

exclusion and 

distrust

Social anxiety 

symptoms

.02 (reduced from .17**)
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The Sobel (1982) test was used to determine the significance of the indirect effect of 

isolated relational victimisation on social anxiety symptoms via perceptions of exclusion 

and distrust. A significant, fully mediating relationship was confirmed between isolated 

victimisation and social anxiety symptoms, z = 3.89, p < .001.  

Relational aggression and victimisation – self-report. Adolescents’ perceptions of 

exclusion and distrust were expected to mediate associations between self-reported 

relational aggression and victimisation, and depressive symptoms. All correlations 

between the independent variables, the mediator, and the dependent variables were 

significant and ranged between r = .18 and r = .65, p < .001 (see Table 9.15). 

The first model examined relational aggression, relational victimisation and 

depressive symptoms among all participants (see Table 9.17). In Step 1, relational 

aggression, isolated relational victimisation, and connected victimisation explained 

24.2% of the variance in adolescents’ depressive symptoms; F(3, 331) = 35.22; p < 

.001. A further 5.9% of the variance was explained when the measure of perceptions of 

exclusion and distrust was entered in Step 2; F(1, 330) = 27.63; p < .001. After Step 2, 

30.1% of the variance in depressive symptoms was accounted for by all variables in the 

model, F(4, 334) = 35.45; p < .001. Both relational victimisation variables were no 

longer associated with depressive symptoms after perceptions of exclusion and distrust 

were entered in the model at S

.29 to .10 for isolated and from .21 to .09 for connected victimisation (see Figure 9.2). 

Relational aggression remained significantly associated with depressive symptoms at 

Step 2.

The Sobel (1982) test was used to determine the significance of the indirect effect 

of relational victimisation on depressive symptoms via perceptions of exclusion and 

distrust. Significant mediating relationships were confirmed between isolated 

victimisation and depressive symptoms, z = 4.61, p < .001; and between connected 
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victimisation and depressive symptoms, z = 4.03, p < .001 (see Figure 9.2). Therefore, 

participants’ perceptions of exclusion and distrust fully mediated the association 

between both forms of relational victimisation and depressive symptoms. However, 

relational aggression remained directly associated with depressive symptoms and there 

was no mediation via perceptions of peer exclusion and distrust. 

Table 9.17

Hierarchical Regression Analysis Testing the Mediational Role of Perceptions of 

Exclusion and Distrust in the Association between Self-Reported Relational Aggression, 

Victimisation and Depressive Symptoms (N = 334)

Independent variables B SE B

Step 1

Relational aggression 

Isolated relational victimisation

Connected relational victimisation

.03

.09

.07

.02

.02

.02

.10*

.29**

.21**

Step 2

Relational aggression 

Isolated relational victimisation

Connected relational victimisation

Perceptions of exclusion and distrust

.03

.03

.03

.06

.01

.02

.02

.01

.12**

.10

.09

.37**

Note. R
2

 = .242 for Step 1; R

2 

= .059 for Step 2 (p < .001).

*p < .05. **p < .01.
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.52**

.33**

.12* (changed from .10*)

.37**

**)

**)

-.04

Figure 9.2. Perceptions of exclusion and distrust mediating the relationship between 

self-reported relational victimisation and depressive symptoms; and direct relationship 

between relational aggression and depressive symptoms.

*p < .05. **p < .01.

This same model was tested with social anxiety symptoms as a second outcome 

variable. Adolescents’ perceptions of exclusion and distrust were expected to mediate 

associations between self-reported relational aggression and victimisation, and social 

anxiety symptoms. All correlations between the independent variables, the mediator 

and the dependent variables were significant and ranged between r = .16 and r = .68, all 

p < .01.

A similar model emerged to when depressive symptoms was the outcome variable. 

In Step 1, relational aggression, isolated relational victimisation, and connected 

victimisation explained 32.7% of the variance in adolescents’ social anxiety symptoms; 

F(3, 331) = 53.57; p < .001. A further 14.8% of the variance was explained when 

perceptions of exclusion and distrust was entered in Step 2; F(1, 330) = 93.35; p < .001. 

After Step 2, 30.1% of the variance in social anxiety symptoms was accounted for by all 

Relational 

aggression

Isolated relational 

victimisation

Connected 

relational 

victimisation

Perceptions of 

exclusion and 

distrust

Depressive 

symptoms
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.52**

.33**

.02 (changed from -.01)

.37**

8 (reduced from .27**)

05 (reduced from .36**)

-.04

variables in the model, F(4, 330) = 74.72; p < .001. Relational victimisation variables 

were no longer associated with social anxiety symptoms after perceptions of exclusion 

and distrust were entered in the model at Step 2. The magnitude

reduced from .36 to .05 for isolated and from .27 to .08 for connected (see Figure 9.3). 

Relational aggression was not directly or indirectly associated with social anxiety 

symptoms in the presence of the victimisation variables at either Step 1 or 2. 

The Sobel (1982) test was used to determine the significance of the indirect effect 

of relational victimisation on social anxiety symptoms via perceptions of exclusion and 

distrust. Significant mediating relationships were confirmed between isolated 

victimisation and social anxiety symptoms, z = 7.25, p < .001; and between connected 

victimisation and social anxiety symptoms, z = 5.47, p < .001 (see Figure 9.3). 

Therefore, participants’ perceptions of exclusion and distrust fully mediated the 

association between both forms of relational victimisation and social anxiety symptoms. 

Figure 9.3. Perceptions of exclusion and distrust mediating the relationship between 

self-reported relational victimisation and social anxiety symptoms.

**p < .01.
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Gender as a Moderator 

Peer-reported aggression and victimisation. A hierarchical multiple regression 

analysis was conducted to test whether gender was a moderator of the associations 

between peer-reported relational aggression, peer-reported relational victimisation, and 

depressive symptoms (see Table 9.18). In this model, depressive symptom level was the 

dependent variable. In Step 1, gender (boys = 0, girls = 1), relational aggression, 

isolated relational victimisation and connected relational victimisation were entered. 

In Step 2a, the interaction term of relational aggression and gender was added. 

This interaction term was constructed by multiplying the indicator of each adolescent’s 

gender by his/her score of relational aggression. The interaction term produced a R
2

change of 0.4%; F(1, 329) = 1.47; p = .23 and was not significant. Gender did not 

moderate the association between depressive symptoms and relational aggression when 

reported by peers
2

. Peer-report of relational aggression and depressive symptoms were 

examined among boys only and girls only, r = .01 (p = .902) and r = .19 (p = .012) 

respectively. This indicated that the association was different for boys compared to 

girls, however was contradictory to the nonsignificant interaction term. This could be 

due to the presence of the victimisation experiences, where once victimisation is taken 

into account, boys and girls do not differ in their depressive symptoms when 

relationally aggressive. 

In Step 2b, the interaction term of isolated relational victimisation and gender was 

added to test whether the association between isolated victimisation and depressive 

symptoms differed among boys compared to girls. The interaction term produced a 

significant R
2

change of 1.9%; F(1, 329) = 6.37; p = .012. Gender moderated this 

association. 

2

 This was also examined through social profiling methods utilised in Study 1, whereby four groups were 

formed based on gender and high or low levels of relational aggression (using the 4
th

 quartile as the cut-

off for the high group, equating to z = .10 for this sample). The groups did not differ in depressive 

symptoms, F(3,331) = 1.55; p = .202 or in social anxiety symptoms, F(3,331) = 1.76; p = .154.
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Table 9.18

Hierarchical Regression Analysis Examining the Moderating Effect of Gender upon the 

Association of Depressive Symptoms with Peer-Reported Relational Aggression and 

Victimisation (N = 335)

Independent variables B SE B

Step 1

A - Gender

B - Relational aggression 

C – Isolated relational victimisation

D – Connected relational victimisation

-.16

.19

.06

-.03

.14

.11

.12

.15

-.07

.14

.04

-.02

Step 2a

A - Gender

B - Relational aggression 

C – Isolated relational victimisation

D – Connected relational victimisation

A X B

-.14

.04

.08

-.08

.23

.14

.17

.12

.16

.19

-.06

.03

.06

-.06

.14

Step 2b

A - Gender

B - Relational aggression 

C – Isolated relational victimisation

D – Connected relational victimisation

A X C

-.14

.14

-.07

-.02

.12

.14

.11

.13

.15

.17

-.06

.10

-.05

-.01

.17*

Step 2c

A - Gender

B - Relational aggression 

C – Isolated relational victimisation

D – Connected relational victimisation

A X D

-.10

.12

.18

-.36

.48

.14

.12

.13

.20

.18

-.04

.08

.14

-.26

.27*

Note. R
2

 = .02 for Step 1; R

2 

= .004 for Step 2a, R

2 

= .019 for Step 2b; R

2 

= .020 for 

Step 2c.

*p < .05.
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In Step 2c, the interaction term of connected relational victimisation and gender 

was added to test whether the association between connected victimisation and 

depressive symptoms differed among boys compared to girls. The interaction term 

produced a significant R
2

change of 2.0%; F(1, 329) = 6.37; p = .010. Gender 

moderated the association between depressive symptoms and connected relational 

victimisation when reported by peers. 

Follow up calculations were conducted in order to determine the nature of the two 

significant interaction effects found for the two forms of relational victimisation 

reported by peers. Figure 9.4 shows the interaction effect obtained between isolated 

relational victimisation and depressive symptoms. Values were substituted into the final 

regression equation using the unstandardised coefficients, while other peer-report 

independent variables were held constant at the mean value of 0. Other values were 

varied to calculate values for each gender (i.e. boys = 0, girls = 1), and level of isolated 

relational victimisation (low = one SD below the mean, -.90; medium = 0 and high = 1 

SD above the mean, .90).
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Figure 9.4. Gender moderating the association between isolated relational victimisation 

and depressive symptoms (transformed).
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Girls’ depressive symptoms were more strongly linked with isolated relational 

victimisation as compared to boys (see Figure 9.4). Boys reported similar levels of 

depressive symptoms regardless of whether they were low, medium or high in isolated 

victimisation. In contrast, compared to girls lower in isolated victimisation, girls were 

more depressed when they were reported by their peers to be higher in isolated 

victimisation. The difference in depressive levels between boys and girls was most 

striking at a low level of isolated victimisation, with boys low in isolated victimisation 

more depressed than girls. The association between peer-report of isolated relational 

victimisation and depressive symptoms was examined among girls only and boys only. 

The correlation was significant among girls, r = .21, p = .005; but not among boys, r = -

.07, p = .364.

Figure 9.5 demonstrates the interaction effect obtained between peer-reports of 

connected relational victimisation and depressive symptoms. Values were substituted 

into the final regression equation using unstandardised coefficients, while other peer-

report independent variables were held constant at the mean value of 0. Other values 

used to construct the figure were the same as those used for isolated relational 

victimisation. 

Girls’ depressive symptoms were more strongly positively associated with 

connected relational victimisation when compared to boys (see Figure 9.5). To assess 

this further, the association between peer-report of connected relational victimisation 

and depressive symptoms were examined among boys only and girls only. The 

association for boys was not significant, r = -.09, p = .260; but was significant among

girls, r = .22, p = .004.
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Figure 9.5. Gender moderating the association between connected relational 

victimisation and depressive symptoms (transformed).

Gender moderation of associations for peer-reported relational aggression and 

victimisation experiences with social anxiety symptoms was also examined. Results 

were highly similar to those for depressive symptoms, so are not detailed here.

Self-reported aggression and victimisation. A hierarchical multiple regression 

analysis was estimated to test whether gender moderated 1) the association between 

self-reported relational aggression and depressive symptoms, and 2) associations 

between self-reported relational victimisation and depressive symptoms. To test gender 

as a moderator, interaction terms were constructed. To reduce the potential for 

multicollinearity in this model, the recommendations of Jaccard et al. (1990) were again 

followed. The self-reported relational aggression and victimisation scores were each 

centred before constructing interaction terms by subtracting the mean from each 

participant’s score. 

In Step 2a, the interaction term of centred self-reported relational aggression and 

gender was entered. In Step 2b, the interaction term of centred self-reported isolated 

relational victimisation and gender was entered. In Step 2c, the interaction term of 
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centred self-reported connected relational victimisation and gender was added.  Each 

interaction term produced a nonsignificant R
2

change (see Table 9.19). Gender did not 

moderate the association between depressive symptoms and self-reported relational 

aggression or victimisation. It can be seen that the significant associations between self-

reports of victimisation and depressive symptoms did not differ according to gender. 

Gender moderation of associations for self-reported relational aggression and 

victimisation experiences with social anxiety symptoms was also examined. Results 

were quite similar to those for depressive symptoms, so are not detailed here.
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Table 9.19

Hierarchical Regression Analysis Examining the Moderating Effect of Gender upon the 

Association between Self-Reported Relational Aggression and Depressive Symptoms (N 

= 334)

Independent variables B SE B

Step 1

A - Gender

B - Relational aggression 

C – Isolated relational victimisation 

D - Connected relational victimisation

-.08

.03

.09

.07

.12

.02

.02

.02

-.03

.10
a

.28**

.21**

Step 2a

A - Gender

B - Relational aggression 

C – Isolated relational victimisation 

D - Connected relational victimisation 

A X B

-.08

.03

.09

.07

.00

.12

.02

.02

.02

.03

-.03

.11

.28**

.21*

-.10

Step 2b

A - Gender

B - Relational aggression 

C – Isolated relational victimisation 

D - Connected relational victimisation 

A X C

-.07

.03

.07

.06

.03

.12

.02

.02

.02

.03

-.03

.10*

.24*

.20*

.07

Step 2c

A - Gender

B - Relational aggression

C – Isolated relational victimisation 

D - Connected relational victimisation 

A X D

-.08

.03

.09

.06

.02

.12

.02

.02

.03

.03

-.03

.10*

.28**

.19*

.04

Note. R

2

 = .24 for Step 1; R

2 

= .000 for Step 2a; R

2 

= .003 for Step 2b; R

2 

= .001 for 

Step 2c

a

p = .06. *p < .05. **p < .01.
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Gender, Relational Aggression, and the Two Subtypes of Relational Victimisation 

In the current study, forms of victimisation experiences emerged that reflected 

isolation from the peer group somewhat separate from items that captured victimisation 

that depended on connection to the peer group. In addition, these subtypes of 

victimisation had differing associations with relational aggression. Peer-reported 

connected relational victimisation and relational aggression were highly correlated, r = 

.61, p < .001, whereas there was no significant correlation between peer-reported 

isolated relational victimisation and relational aggression, r = .10, p = .06. 

When further examined for boys separate from girls, the association between peer-

reported connected relational victimisation and relational aggression was stronger for 

girls , r = .79, p < .001, than for boys, r = .20, p < .05. Hence, girls who are connected 

victims as reported by their peers also tend to aggress against others, whereas connected 

victimisation and aggression also covary among boys, but this covariation is weaker. A 

similar, but weaker pattern was found for isolated relationship victimisation. Among 

girls, the association between peer-reported isolated relational victimisation and 

relational aggression was r = .27, p < .001; whereas for boys the association was r = -

.02, p = .84.

The gender differences in correlations were not found for self-report measure of 

aggression and victimisation. Similar correlations were found for girls and boys in 

connected victimisation, r = .33 (p < .001) and r = .36 (p < .001), respectively, and for 

girls and boys in isolated victimisation, r = .17 (p = .026) and r = .25 (p = .002),

respectively.

Peer Status, Relational Aggression and the Two Subtypes of Relational Victimisation

Another aim of Study 3B was to examine whether multiple dimensions of peer 

status, and dominance and affiliation motivations accounted for individual differences 

in relational aggression and victimisation. Correlations were examined between 
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measures (see Table 9.20). First, regarding correlations with relational aggression, it can 

be seen that participants who were more aggressive were also more socially prominent, 

but they were also more rejected; both peer- and self-reported relational aggression were 

positively associated with social prominence (r = .53, p < .001; and r = .17, p <.001, 

respectively) and peer-reported relational aggression was positively correlated with 

rejection (r = .66, p < .001), but was not correlated with acceptance (r = .03, p = .594). 

Self-reported aggression was not significantly correlated with acceptance or rejection (r

= -.09, p = .116; and r = .02, p = .740, respectively). 

Regarding peer- and self-reported victimisation, the pattern of correlations 

differed for connected and isolated victims. Peer-reported connected victimisation was 

positively associated with social prominence (r = .25, p < .001), and peer-reported 

isolated victimisation was negatively associated with social prominence (r = -.16, p < 

.01). Isolated and connected victimisation were negatively correlated with acceptance 

(peer-report: r = -.38, p < .001; and r = -.19, p < .001, respectively; self-report: r = -.25, 

p < .001; and r = -.19, p < .001, respectively). All measures of victimisation were 

positively correlated with rejection (ranging from r = .15 to r = .63, all p < .01). 

Regarding associations between aggression, victimisation and motivations, most 

significant correlations occurred with self-reported aggression experiences. Self-

reported relational aggression was positively correlated with affiliation motivations and 

dominance motivations (r = .13, p < .05; and r = .49, p <.001 respectively), whereas 

self-reported victimisation was negatively correlated with affiliation motivations 

(isolated r = -.17, p < .01; connected r = -.11, p < .05).  
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Table 9.20

Correlations of Aggression and Victimisation with Peer Status and Motivations (N = 335)

Peer-report Self-report Motivations

Relational

Aggression

Isolated 

victimisation

Connected 

victimisation

Relational

Aggression

Isolated 

victimisation

Connected 

victimisation

Affiliation 

motivation

Dominance 

motivation

Peer nominations

     Acceptance .03 -.38** -.19** -.09 -.25** -.19** .14* -.02

     Rejection .66** .47** .63** .02 .20** .15** -.08 .06

     Unpopularity -.03 .74** .53** -.08 .32** .14* -.13* -.06

     Social prominence .53** -.16** .25** .17** -.09 -.00 .19** .14*

Self-report

     Affiliation motivation .06 -.10 -.03 .13* -.17** -.11* -- .17**

     Dominance motivation .01 -.01 -.04 .49** .09 .05 -- --

*p < .05. **p < .01.
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Peer Status and Motivations as Correlates of Aggression and Victimisation

To examine peer status variables and motivations as independent correlates of 

aggression and victimisation, six hierarchical regression models were estimated in total 

(see Table 9.21 for a summary of peer-reported variables and Table 9.22 for self-

reported variables). Each model had two steps (also controlling for participants’ gender 

at each step). In the first step, gender, peer-reports of social prominence, acceptance, 

rejection, and popularity were entered. In the second step, affiliation and dominance 

motivations were then entered. Dependent variables were one of the aggression or 

victimisation measures (either self- or peer-reports). Therefore, for each model, the 

impact of social motivations on aggression or victimisation was determined after 

accounting for associations between gender, peer status variables and aggression or 

victimisation. 

Peer-reported relational aggression. When peer-reported relational aggression 

was the dependent variable, 67.0% of the variance was accounted for after Step 2, F(7, 

326) = 94.70; p < .001. In Step 1, gender, peer acceptance, rejection, unpopularity and 

social prominence were all significant independent correlates and accounted for 66.8% 

of the variance in aggression, F(5, 328) = 131.90; p < .001. Adolescents higher in social 

prominence, higher in rejection, lower in peer acceptance, and lower in unpopularity, 

were identified by their peers as more relationally aggressive. In Step 2, with the 

addition of motivation variables, no motives made a significant independent 

contribution to the prediction of peer-reported relational aggression with a 

nonsignificant R
2

 increase of 0.2%, F(2, 326) = 1.23; p = .293. 

Peer-reported relational victimisation. When peer-reported isolated relational 

victimisation was the dependent variable, 59.5% of the variance was accounted for after 

Step 2, F(6, 327) = 79.96; p < .001. In Step 1, peer acceptance, rejection, and 

unpopularity were all significant independent correlates of isolated victimisation, R
2

 = 
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59.4%, F(5, 328) = 96.13; p < .001. Adolescents higher in rejection and unpopularity, 

and lower in peer acceptance, were identified by their peers as higher in isolated 

victimisation. In Step 2, with the addition of motivation variables, there was no 

significant independent contribution to the prediction of peer-reported isolated 

victimisation, with no R
2

 increase (i.e. .01%), F(2, 326) = .13; p = .883. Thus, in the 

presence of the other peer status variables, dominance and affiliation motives were not 

associated with isolated victimisation.

When peer-reported connected relational victimisation was the dependent variable, 

the R
2

 indicated that 57.5% of the variance was accounted for after Step 2, F(7, 326) = 

62.97; p < .001. In Step 1, gender, peer acceptance, rejection, unpopularity and 

prominence were all significant independent correlates in this model, R
2

 = 57.3%, F(5, 

328) = 88.19; p < .001. Adolescents who were higher in rejection, unpopularity and 

prominence, and lower in peer acceptance, were identified by their peers as higher in 

connected victimisation. In Step 2, with the addition of motivation variables, there was 

no significant independent contribution to the prediction of peer-reported connected 

victimisation, with a nonsignificant R
2

 increase of .10%, F(2, 326) = .54; p = .58. Thus, 

in the presence of gender and the peer status variables, dominance and affiliation 

motives did not add any new information to describing the profiles of connected 

victims.

Self-reported relational aggression. When self-reported relational aggression was 

the dependent variable, 27.6% of the variance was accounted for after Step 2, F(7, 326) 

= 17.71; p < .001. In Step 1, gender, peer acceptance and social prominence made 

significant independent contributions to the model, R
2

 = 9.1%, F(5, 328) = 6.57; p < 

.001. Adolescents who were higher in prominence and lower in peer acceptance

identified themselves as higher in relational aggression. In Step 2, with the addition of 

motivation variables, an R
2

 increase of 18.5% was found, F(2, 326) = 41.51; p < .001, 
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with only dominance motives significantly associated with self-reported relational 

aggression (  = .44, p < .001). Thus, in the presence of the other peer status variables, 

adolescents who reported more dominance motives were also higher in self-reported 

aggression. 

Self-reported relational victimisation. When self-reported isolated relational 

victimisation was the dependent variable, 15.9% of the variance was accounted for after 

Step 2, F(7, 326) = 8.85; p < .001. In Step 1, peer acceptance and unpopularity made 

significant independent contributions, R
2

 = 13.4%, F(5, 328) = 10.16; p < .001. 

Adolescents who were lower in acceptance and higher in unpopularity identified 

themselves as higher in isolated victimisation. In Step 2, with the addition of motivation 

variables, both dominance and affiliation motives made significant independent 

contributions to the prediction of self-reported isolated victimisation, with a significant 

R

2

 increase of 2.6%, F(2, 326) = 4.97; p = .007. Adolescents who reported lower 

affiliation motives and higher dominance motives self-reported more isolated 

victimisation. 

When self-reported connected relational victimisation was the dependent variable, 

7.6% of the variance was accounted for after Step 2, F(7, 326) = 3.83; p = .001. In Step

1, peer acceptance was the only significant independent correlate, R
2

 = 5.9%, F(5, 328) 

= 4.09; p = .001. Based on the beta weights in this model, adolescents who were lower 

in peer acceptance identified themselves as connected victims. In Step 2, with the 

addition of motivation variables, there was a significant R
2

 increase of 1.7%, F(2, 326) 

= 3.06; p = .048. In the presence of the other peer status variables, lower affiliation 

motives were significantly associated with self-reported isolated victimisation (  = -.12, 

p = .033).
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Table 9.21

Regressing Peer-Reported Relational Aggression and Victimisation Experiences on 

Peer Status and Motivations (N = 335)

Peer-report 

relational 

aggression

Peer-report 

isolated relational 

victimisation

Peer-report 

connected relational 

victimisation
Independent variables

B(SE) B(SE) B(SE)

Step 1:Peer status

Gender

Acceptance 

Rejection

Unpopular

Social Prominence 

.29(.06)

-.07(.03)

.62 (.03)

-.22(.03)

.34(.04)

.17**

-.08*

.70**

-.25**

.35**

.00(.06)

-.14(.04)

.17(.04)

.56(.04)

.00(.04)

.00

-.16**

.19**

.61**

.00

.28(.07)

-.11(.04)

.36(.04)

.37(.04)

.30(.04)

.16**

-.12**

.39**

.41**

.30**

Step 2: add Motivations

Gender

Acceptance 

Rejection

Unpopular

Social Prominence

Affiliation Motives

Dominance Motives

.26(.06)

-.08(.03)

.62(.03)

-.22(.03)

.35(.04)

.00(.00)

-.01(.00)

.15**

-.09*

.70**

-.25**

.35**

.01

-.05

-.01(.07)

-.14(.04)

.17(.04)

.56(.04)

.00(.04)

.00(.01)

.00(.00)

.00

-.16**

.19**

.61**

.00

.02

.01

.27(.07)

-.12(.04)

.36(.04)

.37(.04)

.31(.05)

.00(.01)

.00(.00)

.15**

-.13**

.39**

.41**

.31**

-.01

-.04

Note. See text for R
2

and F statistics.

*p < .05. **p < .01.
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Table 9.22

Regressing Self-Reported Relational Aggression and Victimisation Experiences on Peer 

Status and Motivations (N = 335)

Self-report 

relational

 aggression

Self-report isolated 

relational 

victimisation

Self-report connected 

relational 

victimisation
Independent variables

B(SE) B(SE) B(SE)

Step 1:Peer status

Gender

Acceptance 

Rejection

Unpopular

Social Prominence 

-1.39(.46)

-.93(.26)

-.25(.28)

-.33(.27)

1.27(.30)

-.16**

-.22**

-.06

-.08

.26**

-.24(.42)

-.71(.24)

.28(.26)

.97(.25)

.11(.28)

-.03

-.18**

.07

.24**

.03

.57(.42)

-.71(.24)

.34(.26)

.25(.25)

.26(.28)

.07

-.18**

.09

.06

.06

Step 2: add Motivations

Gender

Acceptance 

Rejection

Unpopular

Social Prominence

Affiliation Motives

Dominance Motives

-.38(.44)

-.75(.23)

-.24(.25)

-.18(.24)

.86(.28)

.03(.03)

.24(.03)

-.05

-.17**

-.06

-.04

.18**

.05

.44**

.21(.44)

-.64(.24)

.23(.25)

.99(25)

.13(.28)

-.08(.03)

.06(.03)

.03

-.16**

.06

.24**

.03

-.14**

.12*

.93(.45)

-.65(.24)

.30(.26)

.26(.25)

.28(.29)

-.07(.03)

.05(.03)

.12*

-.17**

.08

.07

.06

-.12*

.10

Note. See text for R
2

and F statistics.

*p < .05. **p < .01.
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Discussion

The first aim of Study 3, reported in Study 3A, was to address the possibility that 

existing relational aggression and victimisation measures may be more applicable to 

girls than to boys (Crick, 1995; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). This was addressed by 

developing and testing new items to measure the social context and motivations 

attached to relational aggression and victimisation. In particular, no existing measure 

has been founded from interviews with boys and girls who are relationally aggressive or 

victimised. Hence, these interviews may not have included a wide enough range of 

aggressive behaviours and experiences, and may not have adequately considered gender 

differences in relational aggression and victimisation during measurement development. 

The psychometric properties of these measures were examined with particular attention 

to the factor structure among boys separate from among girls, whether boys and girls 

differed on each item, and whether intercorrelations of items were similar for boys and 

girls. 

The additional aims of Study 3, reported in Study 3B, were to examine depressive 

and social anxiety symptoms as correlates of relational aggression and victimisation, 

and to determine whether these associations were mediated by participants’ perceptions 

of their peers. Another aim was to investigate whether peer status and participants’ 

motives of affiliation and dominance were correlates of relational aggression and 

victimisation. Together, the findings from this cross-sectional study identify particular 

peer status and motivational factors that may underpin aggression and victimisation, and 

show how aggression and victimisation may impact upon children’s cognitive and 

affective functioning. 

Measurement Development

Peer-reports of aggression and victimisation. The new items contributed to 

existing peer nomination measures of aggression and victimisation and were found to be 
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fairly robust for boys and for girls. New items tapped into both boys’ and girls’ social 

experiences. Although there were some differences in factor structure for boys 

compared to girls, and some gender differences in items, three factors emerged for girls 

and for boys, including relational aggression and two forms of relational victimisation. 

These three factors were separable from physical aggression and prosocial behaviour. 

Past research has at times indicated girls to score higher on average than boys in 

peer nominations of relational aggression (such as Bjorkquivist et al., 1992; Card et al., 

2005; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). This may be due to a small sub-group of girls who are 

extremely high in relational aggression scores compared to other girls and to all boys 

(Crick & Grotpeter). This extreme and recognisable behaviour may make peers quick to 

link such behaviours to girls more than to boys. This suggested that relational 

aggression measures may be more sensitive to the behaviours of girls than those of 

boys, and may potentially miss relationally aggressive behaviours that boys can exhibit. 

However, in the current study, few gender differences in new items were found, 

particularly on the new items that assessed exclusion from team/group activities, being 

mean to achieve popularity, using technology, and turning friends against each other. 

Only one of the new items revealed girls to be higher in relational aggression than boys.

This item was related to ‘ditching’ existing friends for popularity.

The factor structure of aggression and victimisation peer nomination measures 

also revealed two subtypes of peer-reported victimisation. Even though items initially 

loaded highly on a single factor, the pattern of victimisation loadings suggested two 

factors when cross-loadings with relational aggression were considered. This pattern of 

loadings suggested that relational victimisation may take two different forms, and this 

was also supported by the factor analysis of the self-report victimisation items. The 

items that loaded on each factor suggested that relational victimisation can be part of 

being connected to a peer group (connected victimisation), or can be a part of being 
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isolated from peers (isolated victimisation). The isolated victim may include those who 

are neglected by peers and experience aggression that further isolates them from the 

peer group. The connected victim may include children and adolescents who are not 

neglected by peers as such, often being in the centre of peer group happenings, but who 

experience relational aggression and are also aggressive (as suggested by the cross 

loading). This sub-group may encounter regular changes in their peer relations, having 

the “rollercoaster friendship patterns” identified in Study 2. Other research has reported 

similar victimisation experiences among girls (Owens, Shute et al., 2000b). Overall, no 

gender differences in connected and isolated victimisation types were found in the 

current study.

Self-reports of aggression and victimisation. When items measuring relational 

aggression and victimisation experiences were assessed with self-report methods, the 

factor analysis results were similar to those found for peer nominations. Yet, in contrast 

to the analysis of peer nominations (which in a few instances revealed girls were higher 

in aggression than boys), boys reported more relationally aggressive behaviour than 

girls on four of nine items. For each of the remaining five items, there was no gender 

difference. This indicated that boys may be more relationally aggressive at times 

compared to girls in behaviours of putting down others for peers’ attention, excluding 

unpopular peers, ditching friends for more popular ones, and using negative behaviours 

that maintain their dominance in the peer group. No gender difference in aggression was 

related to topics of jealousy, stopping friendships, exclusion of others who are a threat 

to own status, and sending mean text/e-mail messages. In addition, the self-report 

aggression scale had approximately equal variances for girls and boys. 

Two subtypes of connected victimisation and isolated victimisation experiences 

were also found when self-report data were analysed, and boys did not differ from girls 

on total scores of victimisation. However, for two of the eight items, gender differences 
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were found. Girls were higher in victimisation via friends ‘ditching’ them, while boys 

were higher in experiences of others using intimidation tactics and friends being nice to 

them one day and mean to them the next. In addition, self-report items were originally 

included that measured cyber-technological aggression and victimisation. These items 

loaded on factors separate from other items, so they did not seem to be highly 

intercorrelated with other forms of self-report relational aggression and victimisation. 

This finding was not anticipated. More research is needed before such self-reported 

behaviours are incorporated into existing conceptualisations of relational aggression. 

Social motivations. Based on findings of the interviews reported in Study 2, new 

items to assess affiliation and social dominance motivations were added to a measure 

developed by F. J. Currie (2001). Overall, psychometric properties were sound and 

improved upon those reported by F. J. Currie, with affiliation and dominance motives 

loading on two separate factors, as anticipated. Some gender differences were found. 

The overall tendency was for boys to be higher than girls in items of social dominance 

motives, while girls were higher than boys in affiliation motives. This reflected past 

suggestions of gender differences in social motivation profiles (Roland, 2002), where 

girls are more ‘interpersonal oriented’ and boys are more ‘status oriented’. 

Aggression, Victimisation, Perceptions of Peers, and Socioemotional Functioning

An additional aim of Study 3, reported in Study 3B, was to use the new measures 

of relational aggression and victimisation to determine if perceptions of peers mediated 

the association between relational aggression and victimisation, and socioemotional 

functioning indicators of depressive symptoms and social anxiety symptoms. Potential 

mediating effects of perceiving exclusion and distrust of peers were tested for both peer-

and self-report of relational aggression and victimisation. It was expected that 

perceiving exclusion and holding distrust in peers would indirectly link aggression and 

victimisation with depressive and social anxiety symptoms.
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Peer perceptions as a mediator: Peer-reports of aggression and victimisation. In 

general, participants’ negative perceptions of their peers did not mediate the 

associations between peer nominations of relational aggression and victimisation, and 

depression symptoms. Rather, a weak direct link occurred between relational aggression 

and depressive symptoms (as shown by the significant correlation). Only when social 

anxiety symptoms were assessed as the outcome variable, was there some evidence of 

peer perceptions as a mediator of the association between peer-reported isolated 

victimisation and social anxiety symptoms. 

Peer perceptions as a mediator: Self-reports of aggression and victimisation. In 

contrast to the findings for peer-reports of aggression and victimisation, there was more 

consistent evidence that perception of peers mediates the association between self-

reported relational aggression experiences and socioemotional functioning. Full 

mediation was found for both forms of victimisation, where the link between 

victimisation and depressive symptoms, and between victimisation and social anxiety

symptoms, was fully accounted for the mediational role of perceptions of peer exclusion 

and distrust of peers. Negative perceptions of peers such as expecting to be excluded 

and being distrustful, seems to covary with victimisation, which in turn, is associated 

with more depressive and anxiety symptoms. Therefore, one needs to perceive negative 

peer experiences in order for it to culminate as negative socioemotional functioning. 

This is consistent with past research of more general social-cognitive mediational 

models (e.g. Cole & Turner, 1993; Rudolph et al., 1997). 

In contrast to results for self-reported victimisation, support for this cognitive 

mediational model was not found for self-reported relational aggression. In fact, it was 

found that a moderate direct relationship existed between greater self-reported relational 

aggression and increased depressive and social anxiety symptoms, where negative 

perceptions of peers could not fully or partially account for this link. Future research 
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could extend from this model, and attempt to explore other potential factors that may 

further explain these links. Perhaps the importance placed on positive peer relationships 

could further account for this link. 

Gender as a Moderator

A third purpose of Study 3, reported in Study 3B, was to examine gender 

differences in the associations between socioemotional functioning and relational 

aggression, and relational victimisation. It was anticipated that the association between 

aggression and victimisation, on the one hand, and depressive and social anxiety 

symptoms, on the other hand, would be more positive (stronger) for girls than for boys. 

When peer nominations of relational aggression and victimisation were analysed, 

gender moderation was only found for victimisation experiences. Findings indicated 

that girls’ depressive symptoms were higher with increasing levels of victimisation 

(both connected and isolated forms). The pattern for boys indicated they were more 

negatively impacted by isolated victimisation than connected victimisation, however 

still to a lesser extent than girls. This moderation finding was also mirrored with social 

anxiety symptoms as a secondary outcome. This is supportive of past research, such as 

Paquette and Underwood (1999), who found gender differences in the link between 

victimisation and emotional distress in young adolescents, where victimisation was 

linked with more distress in girls than for boys (however boys and girls were found to 

be equally victimised in Paquette and Underwood’s research, being supported by the 

current research). Nevertheless, for self-report measures of aggression and 

victimisation, the association with depressive and social anxiety symptoms did not 

differ between boys and girls in the current research. 

Peer Status and Motivations as Correlates of Aggression and Victimisation

A final aim of Study 3 was to examine the social and motivational correlates of 

the newly formed relational aggression and victimisation subscales. Some tentative 
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hypotheses were formed, whereby relational aggressors were anticipated to be more 

socially prominent and socially dominant, while being less accepted by peers. It was 

expected that relational victims would be less socially prominent, less accepted and 

more unpopular. There were three key findings regarding the peer status and 

motivational correlates of relational aggression and victimisation: 1) correlates of 

relational aggression; 2) correlates of relational victimisation subtypes; and 3) 

associations of peer status variables and social motivations with relational aggression 

and victimisation. 

Relational aggression and victimisation correlates. In general, aggressors were 

more prominent members of the peer group; however they were also more likely to be 

rejected by their peers. Students who were more relationally aggressive, either as 

reported by their peers or by self, were nominated as more socially prominent. Those 

who were nominated as more aggressive were also nominated as more rejected, whereas 

those who self-reported more aggression were higher in social dominance and affiliation 

motivations. Relational aggressors were seen to be mixed in their social success 

amongst peers; they were prominent on the one hand, while rejected on the other hand.

In general, relational victimisation is seen to be encountered by adolescents who 

are less accepted by their peers, viewed as more unpopular members in the peer group 

(in most instances), while also at times lower in affiliation motivations. This study 

found such adolescents to be less successful in their peer group connectedness. More 

specifically for relational victimisation, both connected and isolated forms were 

associated with more rejection, lower acceptance and unpopularity. This was consistent 

across peer- and self-reports. Only peer-reported connected victimisation was associated 

with greater social prominence, whereas those who were higher in peer-reported 

isolated victimisation were lower in social prominence. Both forms of self-reported 

victimisation were also associated with lower affiliation motivations. 
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When the associations between relational aggression and victimisation were 

examined, this added further information about the interrelationships of aggression and 

victimisation among girls as compared to boys. For peer nominations, there was a 

strong positive association between relational aggression and connected victimisation, 

whereas there was only a weak association between relational aggression and isolated 

victimisation. In addition, this large overlap between aggression and connected 

victimisation was more evident for girls compared to boys, where girl connected victims 

are more likely to aggress against peers than boys. This could potentially help 

researchers understand how to characterise bully-victims. Much less overlap was seen 

between peer-nominated relational aggression and relational isolated victimisation, 

potentially characterising the non-aggressive victims. These findings support past 

research attempting to characterise aggressive victims (such as Pellegrini et al., 1999; 

Toblin, Schwartz, Hopmeyer Gorman, & Abou-Ezzeddine, 2005; Unnever, 2005). 

However, it should be noted that self-reports revealed weak to moderate associations 

between relational aggression, and each of isolated victimisation and connected 

victimisation, and these correlations were fairly similar among boys as compared to 

girls. 

Peer status and social motivations. Social-motivational variables were examined 

as additional correlates of relational aggression and victimisation. However, social 

motivations were rarely associated with aggression and victimisation above and beyond 

peer status variables of social prominence, unpopularity, peer acceptance and peer 

rejection. Only self-reported aggression and isolated victimisation were associated with 

more social dominance motivations. Only self-reported connected and isolated 

victimisations were associated with affiliation motivations - students who were more 

victimised were lower in affiliation motivations. Therefore, it can be seen that social 

motivations explain additional variance in relational aggression and victimisation only 
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when self-reported experiences are measured as opposed to peer-reported, which are 

predicted more by peer status alone. 

Contrary to expectations, affiliation may not assist in the explanations for why 

children and adolescents are relationally aggressive. In two instances only, reduced 

affiliation was seen to characterise self-reported victimisation. Less research has been 

conducted that focuses on affiliation motivations, making it difficult to form more 

precise conclusions. Mixed profiles were seen for self-reported victims and can be 

interpreted in varying ways. This will be further discussed in chapter 10. Dominance, on 

the other hand, was implicated to a large extent with predicting self-reported relational 

aggression. It seems possible that dominance motives (i.e. wanting to feel powerful) 

may be more important in understanding the underlying drive for relational aggression, 

particularly self-perceived relational aggression. Past studies have also emphasised the 

need to include social dominance motives in understanding aggressive behaviour (such 

as Hawley, 1999; Pellegrini & Long, 2002).
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CHAPTER 10

General Discussion 

One overarching aim of the current studies was to determine the negative 

implications of relational aggression and victimisation for socioemotional functioning 

taking into account potential mediating and moderating factors (i.e., perceptions of 

peers and gender). This was tested in two studies (Studies 1 and 3). In Study 1, existing 

measures of relational aggression and victimisation were used to examine a model 

linking aggression and victimisation with depressive symptoms and social worries 

(socioemotional functioning), and to test gender differences in the associations of 

aggression and victimisation with socioemotional functioning. In Study 3, similar 

associations were re-examined replacing the measure of social worries with a broader 

measure of social anxiety symptoms. Inclusion of social worries and social anxiety 

symptoms as aspects of socioemotional functioning filled a gap in existing research that 

has tended to focus on depressive symptoms or behaviour problems only. Few studies 

have included anxiety as indicators of emotional adjustment in relational aggression 

experiences, with some exceptions (Rose & Swenson, 2005), whereas other researchers 

have examined anxiety in the context of social exclusion more specifically (Baumeister 

& Tice, 1990), general bullying experiences (Salmon, James, & Smith, 1998) and broad 

peer relationship experiences (Erath, Flanagan, & Bierman, 2007). 

In Study 3, new items to measure relational aggression and victimisation, 

developed from the findings of Study 2, were used to re-examine and extend upon the 

findings of Study 1. Boys and girls who were aggressive and/or victimised were 

interviewed in Study 2 to gather information about the forms and functions of relational 

aggression. This information guided development of new items to assess relational 

aggression and victimisation using peer nomination and self-report methods (Study 3). 
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In Study 2, a participant history approach was used, whereby information was 

known about those interviewed. In particular, boys and girls from Study 1 who were 

identified as high or low-average in relational aggression and/or victimisation were 

purposefully selected for interviews. This enabled the participants in Study 2 to be 

characterised with their explanations and experiences interpreted in the context of their 

social histories. Furthermore, the semi-structured interview protocol also contained an 

‘adolescent-friendly’ definition of relational aggression, while relational aggression 

vignettes, open-question techniques, and rating scales were all new contributions to the 

field. The qualitative data were thematically analysed while also considering 

participants’ history of aggression and victimisation, and their gender. 

Both peer- and self-report measures of aggression and victimisation were 

developed from Study 2 interviews and included in Study 3. Most studies of relational 

aggression or victimisation have relied on peer nominations (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; 

Henington et al., 1998; Rys & Bear, 1997; Werner & Crick, 2004). Current peer 

nomination measures are often limited in the number of items that can be completed by 

participants, and may be more relevant to the relationally aggressive behaviours of girls. 

The development of a measure to assess self-reported relational aggression and 

victimisation experiences, embedded in the social context, was also a recognised need 

for the peer relations field. Using both peer- and self-report measures allowed for an 

examination of the intercorrelation across reporters and determined how the reporter 

may be important when investigating associations between relational aggression, 

victimisation and socioemotional functioning.

The second overarching aim of the current studies was to investigate the role of 

peer status (i.e. popularity, well-known, influential, leader, admired) and motives of 

affiliation and dominance, which were expected to underpin relational aggression and 

victimisation. Based on interviews conducted in Study 2, items were developed to 
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assess participants’ affiliation and dominance goals. These measures were included in 

Study 3, and the role of motivations, above and beyond peer status, in accounting for 

relational aggression and victimisation was tested. 

In sum, the findings in the research programme add to the current understanding 

of relational aggression, experiences of relational victimisation, perceptions of peer 

relationships and social acceptance, emotional functioning, and social motivations. Few 

studies of relational aggression have been able to bring these areas together to depict 

both the context and the socioemotional problems that are associated with relational 

aggression experiences for early adolescents. This research programme has addressed 

the lack of research investigating why relational aggression and victimisation occur in 

the peer group, who in the peer group is likely to be involved (i.e. gender, social 

characteristics, cognitive factors, peer status, motivations), what particular behaviours 

are utilised, and how more negative socioemotional functioning can occur for some 

individuals compared to others.

A summary and comparison of the major findings from Studies 1 and 3 is 

provided in Table 10.1. These findings and the qualitative themes identified in Study 2 

are briefly revisited in the sections following. The summary of these findings will be 

followed by links to past research, the identified limitations of the current research, the 

envisioned future of relational aggression research, an evaluation of the social and 

clinical utility of past and present findings combined, and the overall conclusions 

formed from this research.
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Table 10.1

Summary of Key Findings in Study 1 and 3

Finding Study 1 Results (N = 297, ages 10-13) Study 3 Results (N = 335, ages 9-15) 

Key variables 

measured in each 

study

§ Depression and social worries 

§ Self-reported relational victimisation 

§ Peer-reported relational aggression

§ Four subscales of negative perceptions of self and peers

§ Peer ratings of acceptance 

§ Depression and social anxiety 

§ Self-and peer-reported relational victimisation (with 

subtypes of connected and isolated)

§ Self-and peer-reported relational aggression

§ Perceptions of exclusion and distrust of peers

§ Social prominence (composite of popularity, 

leadership, being well-known, influential, and 

admirable) 

§ Unpopularity 

§ Prosocial behaviour

§ Physical aggression

§ Affiliation and dominance motivations

Simple associations 1. Moderate association between peer-reported relational 

aggression and self-reported victimisation.

2. Depressive symptoms weakly associated with relational 

aggression and moderately associated with relational 

victimisation.

3. Social worries moderately associated with relational 

victimisation, but not associated with relational 

aggression.

4. Not examined.

1. Similar findings for peer-and self-reported relational 

aggression and two forms of victimisation (with the 

exception of peer-reported isolated victimisation and 

relational aggression). 

2. Similar findings of associations between depressive 

symptoms, aggression and victimisation (with the 

exception of peer-reported aggression).

3. Similar findings of associations between social anxiety 

symptoms, aggression and victimisation (with the 

exception of peer-reported connected victimisation).

4. Self-reported connected and isolated victimisations 

were moderately associated with higher self-reported 

relational aggression.

(table continues)
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Table 10.1 

Summary of Key Findings in Study 1 and 3 (continued)

Finding Study 1 Results (N = 297, ages 10-13) Study 3 Results (N = 335, ages 9-15) 

Perceptions of peers 

as a mediator

Relational Aggression and Socioemotional Functioning

1. Association between peer-reported aggression and self-

reported depressive symptoms was fully mediated by 

perceptions of peer group exclusion and distrust.

2. Perceptions of peers did not mediate the association 

between aggression and social worries.

Relational Victimisation and Socioemotional Functioning

3. The association between self-reported victimisation and 

depressive symptoms fully mediated by 3 of the 4 

perception factors (the exception was perceptions of 

peers as unreliable).

4. Association between self-reported victimisation and social 

worries fully mediated by 3 of the 4 perception factors 

(the exception was perceptions of peers as unreliable).

Relational Aggression and Socioemotional Functioning

1. Perceptions of peer exclusion and distrust did not

mediate these associations of self and peer-report 

aggression with depressive symptoms

2. Perceptions of exclusion and distrust did not mediate 

the association between self and peer-report 

aggression and social anxiety.

Relational Victimisation and Socioemotional Functioning

3. Similar finding for self-report; perceptions of 

exclusion and distrust mediated associations between

both forms of self-reported victimisation and 

depressive symptoms, but not peer-reported.

4. Similar finding with social anxiety symptoms and all 

self-and peer-reports of victimisation.

Gender differences 1. Girls were higher than boys in peer-reported aggression.

2. There was no gender difference in self-reported 

victimisation.

3. Not examined.

4. Girls high in relational aggression more depressed than 

girls low in relational aggression and boys generally.

5. The depressive symptoms of boys high versus low in 

relational aggression did not differ.

6. Girls low in relational aggression reported more social 

worries than girls high, and boys generally.

7. Social worries did not differ between boys generally.

1. Similar finding for peer-reported relational 

aggression; yet boys were higher than girls in self-

reported relational aggression.

2. Similar finding; there were no gender differences in 

self- and peer-reported victimisation.

3. Girls were higher than boys in affiliation motivations; 

boys were higher than girls in dominance motivations.

4-6. Not examined.

(table continues)
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Table 10.1 

Summary of Key Findings in Study 1 and 3 (continued)

Finding Study 1 Results (N = 297, ages 10-13) Study 3 Results (N = 335, ages 9-15) 

Gender moderation: 

Aggression/victimisation 

with socioemotional 

functioning

1. Gender did not moderate associations between peer-

reported relational aggression and outcomes of 

depressive symptoms or social worries. 

2. Gender did not moderate associations between self-

reported victimisation and outcomes of depressive 

symptoms or social worries. 

1. Similar finding with peer- and self-reported relational 

aggression.

2. Similar finding for self-reported relational 

victimisation (both forms), but the associations of 

peer-reported victimisation (both forms) with 

depression and anxiety were stronger among girls 

than boys.

Gender moderation: 

Aggression with 

victimisation

1-2. Not examined. 1. The association between peer-reported connected 

victimisation and aggression was stronger among girls 

than boys. 

2. The association between peer-reported isolated 

victimisation and aggression was stronger among girls 

than boys.

Associations of

relational aggression and 

victimisation with peer 

status

1. Peer-reported relational aggression associated with 

decreased levels of peer acceptance. 

2. Self-reported relational victimisation associated with 

decreased levels of peer acceptance.

3-7. Not examined.

1. Similar finding.

2. Similar finding.

3. Peer-reported aggression was associated with more 

peer rejection (i.e., dislike by peers) but also higher 

social prominence.

4. Self-reported aggression was associated with higher 

social prominence.

5. Peer reported connected victimisation was associated 

with more social prominence and less peer 

acceptance.

(table continues)
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Table 10.1 

Summary of Key Findings in Study 1 and 3 (continued)

6. Self-reported connected victimisation was associated 

with more social prominence, less peer acceptance, 

more peer rejection, and unpopularity.

7. Self-reported and peer-reported isolated victimisation 

were associated with less peer acceptance, more peer 

rejection and unpopularity, as well as less social 

prominence (in the case of peer-reported only).

Associations of 

aggression and 

victimisation with 

motivations

Not examined. Even after accounting for peer status…

1. Peer-reported relational aggression and victimisation 

were not associated with affiliation or dominance 

motivations.

2. Self-reported relational aggression was associated 

with more dominance motivation.

3. Self-reported isolated victimisation was associated 

with more dominance motivation and less affiliation 

motivation.

4. Self-reported connected victimisation was associated 

with less affiliation motivation.
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Relational Aggression and Socioemotional Functioning

Relational aggression was associated with varying aspects of socioemotional 

functioning in Study 1 and 3, and this was also dependent on the reporter. Study 1 

exhibited an association between peer-reported relational aggression and increased 

depressive symptoms, while no association was found with social worries.  In Study 3,

it was found that relational aggression was associated with increased depressive

symptoms (in both instances of peer- and self-reports), while social anxiety symptoms 

was only associated with self-reported relational aggression. Thus, peer-reports of 

relational aggression obtained in Studies 1 and 3 were reflective of each other. 

It was expected that the association between relational aggression and 

socioemotional functioning would be stronger among girls than boys. However, there 

was little support for this hypothesis when gender-moderated links between relational 

aggression and measures of socioemotional functioning were tested in the current 

studies. When continuous scores of relational aggression were correlated with 

depressive symptoms, and gender was tested as a moderator of this association, no 

gender difference was found in either Study 1 or 3. This was also the case when relying 

on either peer-report or self-reports of relational aggression. In contrast, when 

participants higher than typical in relational aggression were identified and compared to 

others, girls in the high relational aggression group had the highest average level of 

depression symptoms, even when compared to boys high in relational aggression. 

However, this was not replicated in Study 3 when an extended measure of peer-reported 

relational aggression was used, and when self-report of relational aggression was also 

examined. 

One caveat to this finding was the need to carefully consider a cut-off to 

demarcate those high versus low/average in relational aggression. Little research has 

evaluated the appropriate cut-off for what is considered ‘high’ relational aggression (see 
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Crick, 1995 for an exception). Olweus (2008) recently criticised peer nomination 

measures as not adequately detecting those with high levels of relational aggression –

being above what is considered ‘age-normative’ relational aggression. With more 

precise evaluation of such cut-offs, it would make it more possible to identify those at 

high levels, and also produce greater consistency across studies.

Taken together, these findings show that it is important to examine relational 

aggression using both continuous and extreme group analyses. Identifying extreme 

groups recognised that some relational aggression may be ‘typical’ adolescent social 

behaviour and differentiates those who engage in typical levels of aggression versus 

those who exceed typical “day-to-day” levels of relational aggression, as previously 

indicated by Geiger et al. (2004). Furthermore, conclusions about gender differences in 

relational aggression may depend on the particular items included on measures (i.e. 

extreme groups may encompass more boys if items were made more applicable to both 

boys and girls’ relationally aggressive behaviours). 

Some mixed findings occurred when perceptions of peer relationships were 

considered in the context of relational aggression and the reporter utilised. Associations 

between relational aggression and depressive symptoms were at times better explained 

when adolescents’ perceptions of their peers was considered as a mediator. It was seen 

that perceiving peer group exclusion and distrust fully mediated the link between peer-

reported relational aggression and depressive symptoms in Study 1, as opposed to other 

perceptions of peers which did not play a mediational role. When new items were added 

to existing peer nomination measures in Study 3 and perception of group exclusion and 

distrust of peers was examined as mediator, there was no evidence of mediation for the 

associations between relational aggression and depressive symptoms. Furthermore, 

although there was a direct association between self-reported relational aggression and 

depressive symptoms, again there was no evidence of mediation.
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Associations between relational aggression and anxiety symptoms were not 

further explained by perceptions of peer relationships. This was consistent across 

Studies 1 and 3. When social worry and relational aggression was considered in Study 

1, there was no evidence that perceptions of peers mediated the association. When new 

items were added to existing peer nomination measures and self-report measures were 

developed in Study 3, again there was no evidence of mediation for the associations

between relational aggression and social anxiety symptoms. Rather, there was a direct 

association between self-reported relational aggression and social anxiety symptoms.

The associations between relational aggression and depressive symptoms can, at

times, be further explained by negative perceptions of peers. Study 1 peer nominations 

of relational aggression were seen to be fully mediated by perceiving exclusion and 

holding distrust, while in Study 3 this was not the case when more motivations and 

contextual information were encompassed in an extended peer nomination measure. It 

may be possible that other factors may mediate the associations between peer-reported 

relational aggression and socioemotional functioning, assisting to explain those 

adolescents who do not use the behaviour successfully. Negative peer perceptions were

just one potential indicator of this. When self-reported relational aggression was 

introduced in Study 3, it was seen that direct associations occurred with both depressive 

and social anxiety symptoms. Thus, perceiving one self as relationally aggressive can 

directly impact upon negative socioemotional functioning for adolescents, indicating the 

compromising effects of being relationally aggressive. 

Furthermore, in support of past research on adolescents’ emotional functioning 

(Hawley & Vaughn, 2003; Putallaz et al., 2004; Sandstrom & Cillessen, 2003), this 

research also examined social profiles based on categorical data, and the associated 

emotional functioning. Combinations of being relationally aggressive and rejected

(another form of social interaction difficulties), and relationally aggressive and negative 
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in peer perceptions, were also indicative of those with increased depressive symptoms 

in Study 1. These results should provide more direct assistance to health professionals

and school psychologists who hope to identify sub-groups of aggressors most at risk of 

continuing mental health problems, and provide information about cognitions that may 

require direct intervention. 

In sum, relational aggression findings can vary depending on the reporter of 

information (self- versus peer-report), the selection of measures, and whether 

continuous or categorical data is used. This emphasises the challenges in measuring 

complex individual and group-based behaviours such as relational aggression. Past 

studies have also reported a divergence in findings that seems dependent on whether 

self-, peer- or teacher-reports of aggression are utilised (e.g. Crick & Bigbee, 1998; 

McNeilly-Choque et al., 1996; Tomada & Schneider, 1997). For example, Tomada and 

Schneider found large differences in relational aggression when peer informants were 

utilised, where boys were significantly higher than girls. However, when teacher 

informants were utilised, there was less distinction between boys and girls.

Peer status, motivations and relational aggression. Relational aggression was 

found to be a correlate of peer status and, in some cases, was also associated with 

adolescent motivations for dominance or affiliation. Peer status and motivations were 

investigated using both qualitative (Study 2) and quantitative (Study 3) methods. The 

qualitative study was used to gather first-hand descriptions from early adolescents 

concerning who is likely to be relationally aggressive, the behaviours observed, and the 

perceived reasons for aggression. Motivations were explored, which illustrated that 

relational aggressors were perceived to have high needs for affiliation, status and power. 

As found in previous research using qualitative (e.g. Owens, Shute et al., 2000a; Turkel, 

2007) or quantitative methods (e.g. Hawley et al., 2007; Lease, Musgrove et al., 2002), 
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aggressors were also more prominent in the peer group than others, but were not always 

‘liked’ by other students. 

These qualitative findings of Study 2 were partially supported by survey findings 

in Study 3. Although findings were not always consistent when peer-reported as 

compared to self-reported aggression was examined, adolescents who were higher in 

relational aggression were nominated by their peers as higher in social prominence and 

reported greater motivations for dominance (in the case of self-report), while they were 

also nominated by their peers as less accepted (i.e. less liked) and more rejected (i.e. 

more disliked). Thus, it can be seen that not only socioemotional functioning may be 

compromised for relational aggressors, especially girls with higher than typical levels of 

aggression, but their behaviours may result in a combination of social prominence and 

dislike by their peers. Hence, relationally aggressive behaviours may assist some 

adolescents to meet their needs for social dominance, but this may indicate or result in 

some mental health problems. The findings also suggest that there could be longer term 

peer relationship problems for relationally aggressive adolescents if they are 

increasingly rejected by peers over time (Zimmer-Gembeck, Geiger, & Crick, 2005). As 

described in previous research (such as Lease, Musgrove et al., 2002), the particularly 

strong correlation between peer-reported relational aggression and peer nominations of 

social prominence clearly indicate that relational aggression provides status, identifies 

dominant adolescents, and may be more likely among those who are perceived as 

school leaders. 

In contrast to the findings for dominance motivations and the qualitative findings 

of Study 2, relationally aggressive behaviour was not uniquely associated with 

affiliation motivations after accounting for peer status and dominance motivations. Even 

though there was a weak simple correlation between self-reported (but not peer-

reported) relational aggression and affiliation, affiliation motivation was no longer an 
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independent correlate once peer status variables and dominance motivation were taken 

into account. The needs for affiliation that were described in Study 2 were interpreted as 

meaning ‘wanting to fit in’ or ‘avoidance of being alone’. However, there may be 

underlying meanings akin to status and dominance (i.e. ‘wanting people around you’ or 

‘forcing people to be around you’), rather than the conceptualisation of affiliation in 

Study 3.

Relational Victimisation and Socioemotional Functioning

Strong positive associations were found between self-reported relational 

victimisation and socioemotional functioning in Studies 1 and 3. When participants 

reported their own relational victimisation in Study 1, those who were more victimised 

also reported more depressive symptoms and social worries compared to those who 

were less victimised. Weaker associations were found for peer-reported victimisation. In 

Study 3, two types of victimisation were differentiated for both peer- and self-report 

methods. The first subtype, isolated victims, includes adolescents who may be socially 

‘different’ and isolated in their forms of victimisation experienced. A second subtype, 

connected victims, includes adolescents who are more connected to peer group 

happenings and in the focus of peer attention in the context of their peer victimisation. 

Adding to research in this area, it was shown that the associations between peer-

reported connected victimisation and peer-reported relational aggression were quite 

high, especially for girls, but the correlation was much lower between isolated 

victimisation and aggression for boys and girls. Weak-to-moderate associations were 

seen with self-reported relational aggression, and both forms of self-reported 

victimisation. Adolescents who reported more connected victimisation also reported 

more depressive and social anxiety symptoms, and even stronger associations were 

found for isolated victimisation. However, peer-reported connected and isolated 



Relational Aggression 233

relational victimisation were not associated with social anxiety symptoms, but were 

associated with depressive symptoms. 

These findings illustrate why early adolescents in Study 2 described victims as 

having social and emotional deficits, but they also described some victims with positive 

features (e.g., being higher in social status, possession of belongings, nice to everyone) 

that may provoke peers in aggressive acts to “bring them down”. There seem to be two 

groups that are victims of relational aggression – one marked by isolation and social 

deficits, while a second group is socially prominent. 

In most cases these associations between victimisation and socioemotional 

functioning were fully mediated by participants’ perceptions of their peers. In Study 1, 

perceptions of peer relationships were found to fully mediate the association between 

relational victimisation and depressive symptoms, and relational victimisation and 

social worries. Three factors of perceiving peer group exclusion and distrust, self-

perceptions of social inadequacy and self-perceptions of social unassertiveness were 

found to account for the link between relational victimisation and socioemotional 

functioning. The factor of perceiving peers as unreliable was not found to mediate these 

associations. Additional analysis conducted to distinguish the most ‘at risk’ group of 

adolescents revealed that adolescents who reported a combination of high relational 

victimisation and higher than typical negative perceptions of their peers reported the 

most depressive symptoms and social worries. In Study 3, only the factor of perceiving 

peer group exclusion and distrust was examined. This factor was found to fully mediate 

the association between peer-reported isolated victimisation and social anxiety 

symptoms (no other models of peer-reported victimisation could be examined due to 

conditions not being satisfied for mediation testing). When self-reported victimisation 

was examined, both isolated and connected victimisation were found to be indirectly 

linked with depressive and social anxiety symptoms, via perceptions of exclusion and 
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distrust. Thus, perceptions played a full-mediational role in self-reported victimisation 

experiences. 

It was expected that associations between relational victimisation and negative 

socioemotional functioning would be stronger among girls than boys. However, this 

was only supported for peer-reports of connected and isolated victimisation. When 

gender was investigated as a moderator of associations between self-reports of 

relational victimisation and negative socioemotional functioning in Studies 1 and 3, no 

gender difference was found. These findings are inconsistent with some previous 

research also utilising self-report methods (e.g. Galen & Underwood, 1997; C. Lopez & 

DuBois, 2005; Paquette & Underwood, 1999). For example, Paquette and Underwood 

found that even though levels of relational victimisation did not differ for boys 

compared to girls, there were heightened levels of distress for girls compared to boys in 

the face of victimisation. However, when peer-reports of victimisation were 

incorporated into Study 3, victimisation was more strongly associated with depressive 

and social anxiety symptoms among girls than boys. This research evidenced that girls, 

rather than boys, are most impacted by peers perceiving them as victims. This is 

supportive of the majority of past relational victimisation research that utilises self-

report measures, however, studies that have utilised peer nomination methods have not 

found gender differences in the links between peer victimisation and functioning 

outcomes (Prinstein et al., 2005; Salmivalli & Isaacs, 2005). In sum, in opposition to 

much past research which finds support for gender moderation when a self-report rather 

than a peer-report method is used, there was support here for gender moderation only 

when victimisation was measured via peer nominations. This could be attributed to new 

peer-report and self-report measurements being utilised in the current research. 

Peer status, motivations and relational victimisation. The associations of peer 

status, dominance motivations and affiliation motivations with relational victimisation 
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were also examined. The role of motivations after accounting for peer status was also 

determined. Findings indicated victims to be generally lower in acceptance, regardless 

of whether victimisation was measured with peer nomination or self-report measures, 

and regardless of whether victimisation was of the connected or isolated subtype. 

Adolescents who were identified by their peers as higher in connected 

victimisation identified a group of victims that were somewhat outside the usual 

conception of a victim of relational aggression. Participants who were higher in 

connected victimisation tended to be more socially prominent (identified as popular, 

leaders, admirable, well-known, and influential) but also more rejected and more 

unpopular with some peers. These individuals appear to be controversial members of 

their peer groups (Newcomb, Bukowski, & Pattee, 1993), being considered prominent 

by some peers and rejected or unpopular with others. These young people may 

experience the ‘roller coaster’ friendships, being ‘in one day and out the next’ in their 

peer group happenings, as described in Study 2. What was striking was the different 

findings that emerged when self-reported connected victimisation was examined. There 

was a weak association between peer-reported and self-reported connected 

victimisation, and those who self-reported more connected victimisation were not 

higher in social prominence but were lower in peer acceptance. Hence, there appeared

to be a subtype of victims that can be identified by peers and exhibit a profile of leaders 

who are controversial, but these young people do not seem to always self-report higher 

levels of connected victimisation than others. 

Once peer status was accounted for, there was little evidence that social 

motivations were associated with peer-reported connected victimisation. It seems that 

peers tended to identify connected victims primarily on social reputation and status, 

with little inference into the adolescents’ motivational tendencies. However, self-

reported connected victims did report lower affiliation motivations. When connected 
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victimisation was self-identified, it was modestly predicted by lower motives for 

interpersonal connection when also considered in the context of peer status. Studies by 

Pellegrini and Long (2002), and Pellegrini et al. (1999), also exhibited victims to peer 

aggression to have lower affiliations to their peer group (i.e. less liked, less friendships). 

It was inferred that motivations of affiliation may be reduced in those who are 

victimised, supporting the current findings of low affiliation motivations in connected 

relational victims.

Adolescents who were higher in self-reported isolated victimisation had a peer 

status profile that was expected based on previous research (Eslea et al., 2003; Hodges 

et al., 1997; Owens, Shute et al., 2000a). In addition to being lower in peer nominations 

of acceptance, self-reported isolated victims were more often nominated as unpopular 

and rejected. In addition, those who reported that they experienced more isolated 

victimisation also reported fewer affiliation motivations and more dominance 

motivations. Hence, self-reported isolated victims were less likely to report desires for 

close affiliations and more likely to report desires for leadership. This seems consistent 

with conceptualisations of the isolated victim as a child who is outside of peer group 

affiliative interactions and may further distance themselves from peers by possessing 

and exhibiting more dominance than affiliation motivations. It may be that isolated 

victims lack the social skills to successfully balance affiliation to form friendships and 

overuse social dominance tactics. Because affiliation may depend on empathy and 

understanding of how to support and be a friend to others, whereas dominance 

motivations are more individualistic in nature, this may also indicate that isolated 

victims are more focused on their own needs in relationships rather than the needs of 

others. As found by Hawley (2003), social dominance is most successful when used in 

combination with prosocial behaviour motivated by a desire to form and maintain close, 

caring connections with others. Being lower in acceptance and higher in unpopularity 
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may also further attenuate these possible links, where popularity has been shown in past 

research to have a buffering effect (e.g. Lease, Musgrove et al., 2002; Rose & Swenson, 

2005). Longitudinal research may be required to determine the ordering of such 

characteristics, and whether those with lower affiliation motives develop more socially 

dominant motives and behaviour.

All of these findings were most clear when self-reported isolated victimisation 

was examined. When isolated victimisation was measured with peer nominations, there 

was no association with affiliation or dominance motivations. Hence, it appears that 

peer-reports provide findings that are most informative about the peer group 

interactions. In contrast, it is self-reports of isolated victimisation that provide the best 

information about the peer group interactions and motivations of adolescents who are 

higher in isolated victimisation.

Aggression and Victimisation using Technology

In Study 3, participants reported their own relational aggression and experiences 

of relational victimisation via cell phones and computers (e-mail, chat rooms, text 

messaging, etc.). Cyber/technological forms of aggression appeared to be somewhat 

distinct from other forms of self-reported relational aggression, at least based on the 

factor analysis in Study 3. According to recent research, the reliance upon technological 

mediums for relational aggression is continually growing, in the last five years 

particularly (Beran & Li, 2005; Campbell, 2005; Li, 2007; Slonje & Smith, 2008), 

however social-based methods of aggression seem to still be most utilised in 

comparison to technology-based (P. K. Smith, Mahdavi, Fisher, Russell, & Tippett, 

2008). Based on a sample of 11-16 year old adolescents, P. K. Smith et al. (2008) only 

recently reported that of the cyber bullying forms used, phone call and text message 

bullying were the most utilised methods. This also confirmed the need to consider it as a 
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separate form of bullying, while also bearing in mind the similar underpinnings 

compared to the more traditional forms (P. K. Smith et al.).

Cyber-bullying is still a burgeoning area for relational aggression research, with 

technological changes occurring rapidly. This research indicates the need to remain 

tentative about the inclusion of this form of behaviour within current measures of 

relational aggression. It is possible that it requires a separate measure and may differ 

from other forms either in rate, source or meaning. It is evident that more research is 

needed in the area of cyber and technological forms of aggression. Researchers should 

strive to continually keep up-to-date with new methods of social interaction and 

internet-based programs (Chamberlin, 2006). What may be used by adolescents one 

year could be old technology the year after. Overall, it is commonly agreed by 

researchers that technological aggression may be a “new bottle but old wine” (Li, 2007)

or “an old problem in a new guise” (Campbell, 2005), suggesting that cyber forms may 

still have the same basis as more traditional forms of bullying, but more technological 

knowledge is now required to understand this behaviour (Beran & Li, 2005).

Perceptions of Peers

Although not a major aim of the current research programme, the analysis of 

adolescents’ perception of peers deserves further mention. In Study 1, the Perception of 

Peers and Self Scale (Rudolph & Clark, 2001) was used to measure adolescents’ 

perception of their peers, their acceptance by peers, and their self within peer 

interactions. Rather than identifying two subscales as defined by this measure, it was 

seen that these perceptions formed four factors, including perceptions of exclusion and 

distrust, self-perceptions of social unassertiveness, perceptions of peers as unreliable,

and self-perceptions of social inadequacy. Of these four factors, the factor that included 

items to assess perceiving exclusion and having more distrustful views of peers was a 

particularly strong indicator of mental health problems; more of these types of negative 
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perceptions made one more vulnerable to social and emotional functioning difficulties, 

in the face of being either aggressive and/or victimised. Furthermore, it was a 

combination of being high in victimisation, and perceiving exclusion and being 

distrustful of peers, which identified adolescents with the highest levels of depressive 

symptoms and social worries. 

Perceptions of exclusion and distrust mediated most associations between 

aggression and depressive and anxious symptoms, as well as between victimisation and 

depressive and anxious symptoms. Although these findings were cross-sectional, they 

do suggest that aggression and victimisation lead to socioemotional problems via 

negative perceptions of others and relationships with others. Yet, there are other 

pathways to consider. For example, negative perceptions may increase over time as an 

outcome of relational aggression and/or victimisation, and depressive and anxious 

symptoms may be precursors of negative perceptions, aggression and victimisation. 

Because the current studies were cross-sectional, it is not possible to draw conclusions 

about such alternative pathways. However, the reciprocal influences of social 

perceptions, socioemotional functioning, depressive symptoms and peer relationship 

problems have been examined and sometimes found in previous research (e.g. Borelli & 

Prinstein, 2006; Caldwell et al., 2004; Zimmer-Gembeck, Hunter, Waters, & Pronk, 

2008, in press).

Motivations for Relational Aggression

Interviews were incorporated into the current research programme to investigate 

perceptions of why relational aggression is used by adolescents, how it impacts upon 

peer relationships, and what it may achieve in their social groups. These interviews 

were conducted with those who had personal experience with aggression and/or 

victimisation, making the information particularly valuable for developing questionnaire 

items. The new items were added to existing measures of affiliation and dominance 
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motivation in order to test how these motivations may covary with aggression and 

victimisation. Some theory and research has begun to address motivations for 

aggressive behaviours and victimisation (Hawley, 1999; Keenan, 2007; Little et al., 

2003; Pellegrini, 2002; Pellegrini & Long, 2002). For example, Pellegrini noted that 

affiliation and dominance motivations often underlie aggression, where early 

adolescents utilise aggression in the formation and maintenance of group structures. 

Thus, aggression is a way of achieving feelings of inclusion and ‘being known’ in the 

peer group. Keenan recently suggested that definitions of relational aggression require 

the inclusion of intentions (e.g., seeking revenge) and not simply the behavioural 

observation on its own (e.g., exclusion). 

The analysis of the interviews conducted in Study 2 showed that three overarching 

themes of motivations underlying relational aggression occurred, with sub-themes 

occurring within each. These included motivations of social dynamics (i.e. power, 

status, dominance, popularity, seeking attention and affiliation motivations); emotional 

states of the aggressor (i.e. jealousy, boredom, fluctuating moods and insecurity in own 

friendships); and characteristics of the victim (i.e. unlikeable features, emotionality, 

sensitivity, positive social features and high social standing). These were relatively 

consistent across gender, with the noted exceptions of power and dominance more 

indicated by boys than girls, while fluctuating mood states of the aggressor was more 

indicated by girls than boys. 

Many of these motivations could be classified as related to affiliation or 

dominance. Hence, both dominance and affiliation motives were repeatedly identified 

by interview participants (aggressors and non-aggressors; girls and boys), with the 

motives almost being intertwined with the behaviours. Additionally, adolescents 

described different forms of aggression for boys compared to girls, but their 

explanations of ‘why’ aggressive behaviour happens did not depend on gender. Few 
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past studies have used qualitative methods to examine the possibility of gender 

differences in perceived motivations for relational aggression. 

In Study 3, quantitative measurement of social motivations occurred. Motivations 

of affiliation and dominance were somewhat distinct, with only a weak, positive 

association occurring between them. Peer-reported relational aggression was not 

associated with both dominance or affiliation motivations, while self-reported relational 

aggression had simple associations with both increased dominance and affiliation 

motivations. In Hill and Werner (2006), contrary findings occurred, where increased 

self-reported aggression scores were associated with decreased affiliation motivations, 

while dominance motivations were not measured in this study. Hill and Werner 

however, included both physical aggression and relational aggression in the total 

aggression score reported, and separate correlations were not provided for each form of 

aggression. Furthermore, in F. J. Currie (2001), simple associations of increased 

dominance and affiliation goals were weakly associated with externalising symptoms 

for boys only, while these associations were not found for girls. Again, relational 

aggression was not examined specifically in this research. Thus, the current research 

reflected these findings, but applied to both boys and girls’ relational aggression.

Following the examination of simple associations, affiliation and dominance 

motives did not make as large an impact in identifying aggressive and victimised 

adolescents as anticipated, when in the presence of peer status variables. Self-reported 

relational aggressors were only significantly predicted by increased social dominance 

motivations, while affiliation motivations were no longer a predictor in the presence of 

peer status variables. To the author’s knowledge, no study has examined social 

motivations as a predictor of relational aggression, in the context of peer group status. 

It may be possible that this Australian sample of 9-to-15 year olds, perceived the 

affiliation scale used differently to previous study samples, such as Hill and Werner 
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(2006) and F. J. Currie (2001). Perhaps affiliation items did not tap the domains referred 

to by interview participants of Study 2 (as mentioned in previous sections of this 

chapter, where affiliation may have been akin to features of social dominance). It could 

be that social dominance is more strongly linked with relational aggression than 

affiliation motivation. Affiliation may be a secondary motive to dominance, whereby 

social dominance aims to satisfy subsequent feelings of affiliation and attachment to 

others. This still warrants much future research attention. 

Relational Aggression Experiences in Boys vs. Girls

There was some evidence that relational aggression and victimisation take on 

different forms for boys as compared to girls. In general, interviews revealed that 

relational aggression tends to be targeted at attacking the relationship structures that are 

salient to each gender (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Maccoby, 2002, 2005; Rose & 

Rudolph, 2006). For example, boys were more likely to use relationally aggressive 

behaviours to exclude those who exhibit less stereotypically masculine behaviours or 

low athletic abilities (such as not allowing them to play team activities at lunchtime). 

Girls seemed to engage in behaviours to manipulate best-friendship status or feelings of 

inclusion in close friendship groups (such as talking behind the back of a group member 

to the other group members). It also appeared that girls’ relational aggression and 

victimisation focused on changing relationships within dyads or small groups, whereas 

boys’ relational victimisation seemed to target exclusion from larger groups or group 

activities. 

Although these findings are preliminary, they do suggest that there may be 

differences in relational aggression behaviours between boys and girls that deserve 

further attention. Researchers are only beginning to focus on these gender similarities 

and differences (e.g. Luckner, 2007; Ostrov & Houston, 2008; Pellegrini, 2003). Gender 

differences in levels of aggression or victimisation, and differences in the associations 
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of these experiences and socioemotional functioning were not as marked as anticipated, 

and were sometimes opposite of expectations with boys reporting more relational 

aggression than girls in Study 3. In addition, there were no large differences in levels of 

dominance or affiliation motivation when boys and girls were compared in the Study 2 

interview study. However, in Study 3 it was seen that boys and girls were quantitatively 

different in these motivations in the anticipated direction (i.e. boys higher in dominance, 

girls higher in affiliation) (Roland, 2002). Thus, rather than aiming to test the 

presence/absence of gender differences, the different manifestations and the purposes 

relational aggression can serve for adolescent boys versus girls is a direction for future 

research. Much theory and research has found different friendship patterns in boys 

compared to girls (Heyman & Legare, 2004; Maccoby, 2002; Underwood et al., 2001), 

therefore it seems logical to also think of different patterns for relational aggression. 

General Limitations and Future Research Directions

In earlier chapters and in earlier sections of this chapter, some limitations of the 

studies were identified. Yet, there are four limitations to further consider that assist in 

interpreting the results, also providing directions for future research. 

The first limitation is the consent rate and sample size. Consent rate and sample 

size are typical limitations of peer relationship research. When parental consent form 

processes are used, as was required in the current studies, 55-70% return rates are 

common (e.g. Talbott et al., 2002; Yeung & Leadbeater, 2007). Hence, although the 

sample sizes could have been larger in the current study to allow investigation of sub-

groups based on combinations of problematic social features, the consent rates were 

above average and quite representative of the general student population of the 

participating schools. 

A second limitation is the cross-sectional design of Study 1 and 2. Many changes, 

transitions and developmental issues were identified in Study 2 that could not be 
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addressed with cross-sectional data. In fact, changes in aggression that occur rapidly and 

repeatedly suggest that the use of daily diaries or intensive data collection could be 

useful in this area (e.g., see Sandstrom & Cillessen, 2003). Even a longitudinal study 

with commonly used lags between time points of 2, 3, or 6 months may not allow for an 

examination of these changes. In support of this notion, Goodwin (2002) noted through 

her ethnographic analysis of a girls’ friendship group, the “quick changing nature of 

alliances among girls that fluctuate like a merry-go-round” (p. 404). Cross-sectional and 

longitudinal designs may not allow for investigations of such fluctuations in friendship 

dynamics. 

A third limitation is the non-normal distributions that are found when using 

measures of aggression, victimisation, peer status, and socioemotional functioning in 

school samples. For example, a commonly cited limitation of measures such as the 

Children’s Depression Inventory is the negative skew that occurs, where the majority of 

children score in the ‘no symptoms’ range (e.g. Cole, Hoffman, Tram, & Maxwell, 

2000; Shah & Morgan, 1996). Even after applying transformations to this variable in 

Studies 1 and 3, this limitation should be kept in mind when interpreting the results of 

these studies. It should also be noted that there was some evidence that some 

associations in the current study could have been influenced by common method 

variance. For example, one explanation for the stronger association between dominance 

motivations and self-reported relational aggression compared to the non-association 

between dominance motivations and peer-reported relational aggression, is common 

method variance bias, due to the same reporter for the first association and not the 

second association. Furthermore, self-reported victimisation was associated with 

motivations, whereas peer-reported victimisation was not. 

Finally, a fourth limitation is the necessary exclusion of many potential individual and 

environmental factors that might also play a role in relational aggression, victimisation and 
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socioemotional functioning. In order to simplify the study design, a broader range of social 

behaviours in the peer group and other known correlates of depression and anxiety were not 

examined. For example, a supportive family environment may buffer the effects of relational 

victimisation, or experiencing aggression in the home environment has been found to be an 

antecedent of aggressive behaviour towards peers (Rigby, 2003; Rudolph et al., 1995; 

Stauffacher & DeHart, 2006). Other competency domains within an adolescents’ life could 

also be considered such as athleticism, academic abilities, and physical appearance (Harter, 

Waters, & Whitesell, 1998). Even in the face of peer adversities, an adolescent may feel good 

about him/herself due to being a good athlete, while another may feel good due to achieving 

academically. This could possibly confound findings when meditating factors of social 

perceptions or gender moderation models are tested, and could explain why non-effects were 

found for some of the current analyses.

Other Considerations for Future Research

The results of the current studies illustrate that relational aggression and 

victimisation can be focused on individuals, friendship groups or larger peer groups. An 

understanding of groups-based aggression could be improved by using peer network 

assessments (e.g. Cairns et al., 1988) or friendship nomination strategies (e.g. Werner & 

Crick, 2004) coupled with peer- or self-reports of relational aggression and 

victimisation. Perhaps with the peer/friendship network approach, future research would 

be able to better assess the ‘give and take’ dynamics of aggression within groups (Card, 

2008). Particularly, it may be possible to see the workings of the ‘connected victims’ 

where they may play both the aggressor and the victim roles simultaneously amongst 

their friends. Furthermore, the impact on well-being of relational victimisation at the 

hands of adolescents outside the friendship group could be compared to the impact 

when victimisation is from within the friendship group. There has been some 

suggestions that relational victimisation by those within the friendship group could be 
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more detrimental to well-being, particularly for girls, who highly value intimate 

friendships (Crothers, Field, & Kolbert, 2005; Rose & Rudolph, 2006; Xie, Swift, 

Cairns, & Cairns, 2002). 

In the future, it will be important to consider what behaviours are observed by 

peers and who best to rely on when seeking to accurately identify relationally 

aggressive behaviour and the two subtypes of victimisation. For example, Card (2008)

suggested that some experiences of victimisation may be known only to those in the 

friendship circle, while other victimisation may be known to most in the peer group. 

Furthermore, it could also be useful to look at who nominates whom as aggressive or 

victimised. Perhaps those in the friendship group are responsible for nominations of 

aggressors and connected victims, while isolated victims are not nominated by friends. 

It seems warranted to explore this in future research, as relational aggression can 

diverge in whether it is displayed to peers generally or within friendship groups/best 

friendships. This could also be the case for better displaying the gender divergences in 

relational aggression, as boys were seen to exhibit the behaviour in the general peer 

group, while girls exhibited it more within smaller friendship groups. Without 

accounting for these differences, such an aspect could confound research findings.

Another direction for future research is the incorporation of intensive data 

collection and physiological measures to understand aggression, victimisation and 

mental health problems (L. M. Lopez, Bukowski, & Santo, 2008; Vaillancourt, Duku, 

Wallace, & Krygsman, 2008). These recent findings suggest that cortisol dysregulation 

and hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis functioning can provide valuable 

insights into adolescents’ functioning in the face of day-to-day peer difficulties. This 

could help account for onset or fluctuations of anxious/depressed mood when 

adolescents are victimised or ostracised by peers.  
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Application of Current Findings to Clinical and Social Interventions 

The ultimate goal of much research on relational aggression and victimisation is 

the development and testing of prevention and intervention programs to improve 

adolescents’ behaviour, well-being, and school and life success. There is still much to 

be learned about intervention to reduce relational aggression, whether the behaviour is 

amenable to modification, or how the behaviour can be successfully managed in the 

school setting. In general, recent interventions focus on physical bullying and tend to 

take a whole school approach by implementing large-scale campaigns against bullying. 

Other interventions focus more on assisting the individual victims. 

Whole-school interventions vary in how much the focus is on teachers, parents or 

students involvement, but the general consensus is that they have had mixed success. 

One widely cited program was developed and tested by Olweus (1994) with a sample of 

2500 Norwegian school students in Grades 4-7, where the overall goal was to reduce the 

extent of “bully/victim problems and prevent the development of new problems” 

(Olweus, p. 1183). When the effectiveness of this whole-school approach was evaluated 

over 3 waves of measurement (i.e. over a 2 year period), a 50% reduction in reported 

bullying and victimisation was found, more positive social climates of the classroom 

were reported (particularly more positive social relationships), increased student 

satisfaction of school life (e.g., “Liking recess time again”), and a reduction in the 

number of new victims emerging. These changes were applicable across gender and age 

groups, and were found to be more pronounced when assessed 2 years following the 

intervention, than after just 1 year. In contrast, a report published by the Australian 

Institute of Criminology (Rigby, 2003) concluded that of 12 ‘whole-school’ intervention 

studies reviewed, only a modest reduction in the proportions of students being bullied 

by peers was found and these were isolated to programs focused on children or early

adolescents. 
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Programs that focus on the integration of students into groups may be the most 

effective. In one study, it was the school welcomers program for new enrolments (i.e. 

helping those new to the school by offering membership of a social group while they 

become established at the school and make their own friends) and students’ anti-

bullying committee (i.e. responsible for implementing anti-bullying activities) that were 

considered by students to be most effective in reducing bullying (Li, 2007). It was noted 

this program was particularly effective for new students as a way of assisting them to 

‘sort-out’ the social hierarchy. In addition, the anti-bullying committee was seen to be 

particularly beneficial for students that were aggressive, with reductions in negative 

social behaviour due to this leadership role. This student-directed or “peer group power” 

approach was supported by a similar evaluation study conducted earlier by Salmivalli 

(1999) and recommendations by O'Connell, Pepler and Craig (1999). 

Regarding focusing assistance on both victims and aggressors, Rigby (2003) noted 

that schools often acknowledge the role of individual differences in the occurrence of 

bullying. Based on this premise, programs have been introduced to assist children who 

are vulnerable to either victimisation or aggression. To help victims defend themselves, 

schools were known to conduct social and assertion skills training for example, while 

for aggressors, anger management and empathy training was conducted to help control 

their aggression. It has been suggested previously that relational aggression perpetrators 

should be steered away from social skills training, as they are often already highly 

socially skilled and manipulative (Geiger et al., 2004). This was also shown by the 

current association between self-reported aggression and social dominance motivations. 

Such social skills training could set them up to become ‘bi-strategic controllers’, being 

able to display aggression and prosocial behaviour almost simultaneously to maintain a 

positive social image (Hawley et al., 2007). However, other perspectives support the 

notion of interventions decreasing aggressive behaviour through the building of 
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prosocial skills (Bishop, 2006; Gallant, 2006). It may be that school-wide interventions 

of a prosocial nature may assist in building positive school climates, and could be used 

to prevent the development of relational aggression. 

In the consideration of prosocial skills training, it was seen in Study 3 that self-

reported isolated and connected victims were both associated with decreased affiliation 

motivations. This indicates that this is a potential area for intervention focus where 

strengthening affiliation motivations may decrease the likelihood of becoming a victim. 

Furthermore, those who present as connected victims have the increased likelihood of 

being greater in social dominance motives and relationally aggressive in addition. Thus, 

connected victims may require further intervention that focuses on the balancing of 

social dominance and affiliative motivations at more normative levels (i.e. being 

assertive yet connected to others). 

Far fewer interventions have had a specific focus on relational aggression, which 

means that school psychologists tend to report that they lack the skills and knowledge to 

deal with relational aggression effectively, despite having been trained in many bullying 

intervention approaches (Edwards-Gass, 2008). When relational aggression 

interventions are developed and tested, most take the form of interpersonal support and 

enhancement of relationship skills for girls only. For example, a study conducted by 

Cannon (2007) investigated the efficacy of a relational group intervention, aimed to 

increase perceived mutuality and relational competence in a group of relationally 

aggressive eighth grade adolescent girls. It was seen from evaluations comparing pre-

and-post-group testing that participants did not show an increase in perceived mutuality 

or relational competence. However, following qualitative analysis, it was seen that 

participants were able to develop new insights into how relationships work, and the 

dynamics that exist between their female friends. A major benefit experienced by 

participants was feeling competent in engaging in healthy relationships for the future. 
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Similar programs have been described by Cummings, Hoffman and Leschhied (2004)

and Field, Crothers and Kolbert (2006). All of these intervention programs follow a 

premise similar to that of the Ophelia Project (Dellasega, 2005), which aims to build 

peer relationship awareness and positive skills for middle school girls through summer 

camps (Camp Ophelia) and school education campaigns. This project covers 

relationship skills and support for both relational victims and perpetrators, while also 

utilising older adolescent girls as mentors for younger adolescent girls. 

In general, the current perspective is that relational aggression intervention needs 

to occur at many levels (Crothers et al., 2007). Primary intervention programs should 

consist of psychoeducational intervention for social skills and cognitive training to 

reduce future use of relational aggression; secondary intervention programs should 

include school-based social competence and anti-aggression curriculum, which could 

also target those at more risk of aggression and victimisation. It was recommended that 

teaching of social skills should occur early and continue through schooling life, students 

should be actively engaged in the school culture and feelings of school attachment 

should be strengthened. Finally, tertiary prevention could provide more 

individualistic/small group treatment for those already involved in relational aggression. 

Programs of this nature include Camp Ophelia (Dellasega, 2005), and 

psychoeducational/ therapeutic groups focusing on developing healthier relationships 

(Cannon, 2007; Cummings et al., 2004; Field et al., 2006). 

Timing of interventions. Early intervention appears to be one crucial aspect of any 

program (Rigby, 2003). According to Study 2 participants, Grade 5 (i.e. age 9-10) was 

the year when relational aggression became salient and crept into the awareness of the 

broader peer world. Interviewees noted many friendship changes that co-occurred with 

emerging relationally aggressive behaviours. Hence prior to or during preadolescence 

seems to be a critical age period for implementing intervention strategies to prevent the 
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social struggle for power and status, and the use of relational aggression to achieve this. 

Thus, at least beginning in Grade 5 (i.e. age 9-10), schools could consider the 

implementation of social development programs that foster awareness of these social 

issues faced and how to proactively deal with it (such as Bishop, 2006). This would 

support the recent approaches recommended by Crothers et al. (2007), Gallant (2006)

and Neuharth-Pritchett (2006) for example. Furthermore, building awareness of 

relational aggression, and understanding the reasons and motivations underlying the use 

of such behaviour could also be incorporated into intervention efforts (such as those 

findings gained from Study 2 and Geiger et al., 2004). 

A consideration of the reasons for the emerging construction of popularity and 

peer hierarchies could also be integrated into such interventions. The role of aggression 

in seeking social prominence, and the role of the bystander (i.e. the child/adolescent that 

views aggression occurring or assists in the empowerment of aggressors), should also be 

emphasised at this age (Cowie, 2000; O'Connell et al., 1999; Salmivalli, 1999). All 

participants in the Study 2 interviews had been a witness to aggression on numerous 

occasions, with many children deciding not to do anything about what they saw. This 

was often related to fear that they could become the victim, or the aggressor had a 

higher social status than them. It could be anticipated that successful interventions could 

re-shape this pattern. 

Future directions for applications. Overall, it can be seen from this review of 

intervention perspectives (combined with current findings) that existing interventions 

have resulted in modest reductions in bullying and victimisation. However, it was 

consistently seen that a secondary outcome occurs from interventions. Students 

commonly report greater feelings of coping and understanding of bullying/aggression, 

which may help buffer future bullying incidents encountered. Social skills and 

friendship based interventions seem to be more beneficial at earlier ages before 
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aggression is embedded in the peer group, particularly before age 10 where popularity 

becomes of high priority. In addition, supporting the transition to high school seems 

important, as well as implementing programs earlier. It seems this can create a positive 

school climate that will limit the need to use relational aggression in order to achieve 

recognition in the peer group. Thus, the evidence suggests that the most promising 

strategy is to intervene at several levels throughout the school system: early education 

of friendship skills (i.e. commencing before age 10), building knowledge of 

socioemotional processes, awareness of bullying and relational aggression, skills of 

combating aggression in the peer group, and availability of programs to support those 

implicated with aggressive behaviours. Furthermore, evaluations of program efficacy 

and effectiveness need to be conducted not only to assess key outcomes, but also to 

determine how to improve programs as changes in technology and aggressive patterns 

emerge (Geiger et al., 2004). 

Conclusions

In conclusion, relational aggression experiences have negative implications for 

adolescents’ socioemotional functioning. Relational aggression may serve many 

purposes in the peer group, aiming to fulfil motives related to dominance, affiliation and 

status (depending on the measurement approach utilised), however socioemotional 

functioning appears to be compromised by these behaviours and experiences. Relational 

aggression may be both similar and different between boys and girls, highlighting the 

importance of breaking the behaviour down according to its forms and purposes. In 

terms of gender differences, it may be that aggression is expressed on different levels of 

the peer group (i.e. small friendship groups versus larger peer group), is associated with 

what is most important according to gender (i.e. friendship intimacy versus athletic 

ability), while the relationally aggressive tactics used also seems to differ between boys 

and girls. If these abovementioned factors are considered in future research, the 
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frequency of relational aggression may be similar for boys and girls, and produce a new 

perspective on gender differences. 

More has become known about the characteristics of those involved in relational 

aggression/victimisation, the consequences of such involvement, the associated motives, 

the context of the behaviour, and the divergence of findings based on the measurement 

used. In light of the aggression interventions reviewed in this chapter, now is the time to 

thoroughly apply these findings to increase awareness of relational aggression and its 

many subtle forms across schools. Interventions need to break down the power 

associated with relational aggression, enhance positive school climates, work with 

students from a younger age to avoid relational aggression becoming entrenched and 

relied upon, and continually assess for those that are at-risk of involvement or currently 

implicated. Future research needs to continually work at understanding the many 

elements of relational aggression, its context and correlates, and the intervention 

strategies most efficacious according to one’s schooling stage and gender. 
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Appendix A: Relational Aggression Interview Protocol

Griffith University Peer Project

Student’s Name:

Gender: Male Female

Class:

ID:
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Section A: Hypothetical scenarios

Vignette # (3 VIGNETTES PRESENTED IN TOTAL)

Why do you think someone may act in this way?

Other prompts for motives:

Others have suggested some of these reasons in the past, what two do agree 

most with? 

o Present them as a list to the child

Now I will get you to rate each reason why they are doing this.

o To feel powerful 

1--------2--------3--------4--------5

Not at all Very much

o To help themselves feel better

1--------2--------3--------4--------5

Not at all Very much

o They want you to feel like an outsider

1--------2--------3--------4--------5

Not at all Very much

o Because they are jealous

1--------2--------3--------4--------5

Not at all Very much

o To create some excitement

1--------2--------3--------4--------5

Not at all Very much

o To get revenge

1--------2--------3--------4--------5

Not at all Very much
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o To upset someone else

1--------2--------3--------4--------5

Not at all Very much

o They want to feel more popular

1--------2--------3--------4--------5

Not at all Very much

o They want to fit in better with others

1--------2--------3--------4--------5

Not at all Very much

o Trying to make sure their friendships with others are strong

1--------2--------3--------4--------5

Not at all Very much

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Questioning their experiences with a scenario such as this:

How hurt would you be if this happened to you?

1--------2--------3--------4--------5

Not hurt Very hurt

How often does something like this happen to you?

1--------2--------3--------4--------5

Not often Very often

How often does something like this happen in the group you hang around 

with?

1--------2--------3--------4--------5

Not often Very often

How often does something like this happen to others in your grade?

1--------2--------3--------4--------5

Not often Very often

How often do you behave like this toward others in your grade? 

1--------2--------3--------4--------5

Not often Very often
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Section B: Own ideas of RA incidence

Interviewer: Once all vignettes are presented and explored, then move into 

the direct accounts of relationally aggressive acts

Direct accounts of relationally aggressive acts:

Starting off with open space to put forward scenarios of their own.

“I have presented a few scenarios of children being mean to one another, 

what are some other ways kids can be mean in similar ways at your school?”

Prompting for motives if needed:

o What do you think made this person act in this way?
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Prompts for accounts (if required):

o Have you ever seen another person in your grade left out or ignored 

on purpose?

o Have you ever seen another person play tricks that were mean to 

someone else?

o Have you ever seen mean things written about someone else in your 

grade?

o Have you ever seen someone pulling mean faces, laughing behind 

another’s back, or doing mean actions (eg. poking out their tongue, 

pretending to act like them) to others in your class?

o Can you think of times where someone in your grade was mean to 

another person by putting them down or calling them names?
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Section C: Context RA occurs in

Patterns over time:

“Think about these types of behaviours over the past several years while 

being at school”:

o In what grade did you notice others starting to act in this way?

o Can you remember when a lot of this was happening?

o What are things like now in grade 7?

Characteristics of those involved:

o What types of kids most often act in this way?

o What types of people are most often picked on in this way?

Prompts:

o Gender? 

o Popularity status?

o Types of friends?

o Academic abilities?

o Sporting abilities?

According to gender:

o Are there differences between the way boys and girls are mean to 

each other?

-End of interview-
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Appendix B: Vignettes Used for Study 2

1. During class, a classmate passes you a note that says: “No one wants to be your 

friend”.

2. You are walking up to your group of friends before class. You hear them talking 

about a movie they saw on the weekend. When they see you, they stop talking 

and turn away from you.

3. You hear two classmates talking about a party someone in your class is having. 

You over hear them saying that they don’t want you to be invited. They plan to 

tell everyone that you did something awful in hope that you won’t be invited 

anymore. They notice you nearby and laugh, saying “Shhh, it’s a secret!”

4. Your teacher says that she will be assigning partners for a class project. She tells 

you and another classmate that you will be working together. The classmate 

looks at you and says “Oh No!”, then rolls their eyes and makes a face in front 

of all your friends. All your friends then laugh.

5. During lunch, a group of kids are organising teams to play a game. When you 

ask them if you’re allowed to play, they say: “You? I don’t think so”. Then they 

start laughing and walk away.

6. You find out that a close friend has spread a rumour about you that is not true. 

Everyone thinks it is true, including your other friends.


