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Preface

Humiliation, taunting, threats, social ostracism by classmates—these are
common school experiences encountered around the world. Survey data re-
veal that anywhere from 40% to 80% of students report that they person-
ally have been the targets of such peer hostilities at school. Although con-
siderably fewer students are estimated to experience repeated or severe
victimization at school, there is no question that peer harassment is a prob-
lem shared by children and adolescents across cultures. And the recent rash
of school shootings in the United States, some apparently traced to a long
history of peer abuse, is a stark reminder that peer-directed hostility cuts
across race, class, and geographical boundaries.

We define peer harassment as victimization that entails face-to-face
confrontation (e.g., physical aggression, verbal abuse, nonverbal gesturing)
or social manipulation through a third party (e.g., social ostracism, spread-
ing rumors). The crucial element that distinguishes peer harassment from
other types of negative encounters, such as conflict, is that there is an im-
balance of power between perpetrator and target. Such asymmetric power
relations can take many forms, such as when the physically strong bully the
weak, numerical majorities intimidate numerical minorities, older youth
harass younger targets, or the intellectually superior deride their less com-
petent peers. We hope that this definition clarifies for our readers that, al-
though we are aware of the widely publicized U.S. school shootings, this
book does not contain analyses of the most lethal sorts of peer-directed
hostilities. Rather, our focus is on more typical and widespread types of ha-
rassment that affect the lives of many youth and that may have far-reaching
and uncertain consequences.

The term harassment is used as a synonym for victimization in this
book, and most of the authors use these terms interchangeably. We prefer
harassment because victimization is sometimes associated with either severe
or chronic abuse perpetrated by adults as well as peers, whereas harass-

Xiii
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ment pertains to a wider range of hostile behaviors. Harassment is also the
term used to describe adult-to-adult hostilities (e.g., workplace harassment,
sexual harassment) that are conceptually similar to those that involve chil-
dren and adolescents in school.

Although psychologists have long been concerned with the problem of
peer harassment, most research has focused on the perpetrators of hostility
(i.e., bullies) rather than their targets. This is not surprising, given the over-
whelming evidence on the stability of childhood aggression and its status as
a risk factor for later maladjustment. For a long time it was incorrectly as-
sumed that socially maladjusted youngsters who were nonaggressive, that
is, those who displayed the kind of submissiveness and withdrawal often
characteristic of victims, were not particularly at risk for long-term adjust-
ment difficulties. We hope to dispel this misconception by assembling in
one volume the work of authors who have been at the forefront of peer vic-
timization research for at least the past decade. The chapters in this book
are designed to address the complex and multifaceted nature of peer ha-
rassment as a phenomenon distinct from aggression, and in so doing to
highlight the plight of victims.

The disproportionate focus on aggressors rather than victims has been
especially striking in U.S. research in contrast to European research, in
which studies on victimization have been conducted since the 1970s (see
the Introduction by Olweus). Hence, it was crucial for us to include re-
searchers from around the world (especially from European countries) to
share their views on peer harassment. Programs of research in Great Brit-
ain, Finland, Switzerland, Norway, Germany, Australia, and Canada, as
well as the United States, are featured. We believe that the cross-cultural ex-
amples in this book point out that similarities in the dynamics of peer ha-
rassment are more striking than differences between cultures and across
continents.

OUTLINE OF THE BOOK

Dan Olweus was the first researcher to systematically study peer victimiza-
tion. There is hardly a published study on the topic that does not cite his pi-
oneering work in Sweden and Norway. It is therefore fitting that the book
begins with an Introduction by Olweus that provides a historical overview
of the evolution of peer harassment research, as well as insights into the
contrasting approaches of European and North American researchers. This
introductory retrospective sets the stage for the four broad topics in the
study of peer harassment that constitute the rest of the book.

The first part includes five chapters that focus on conceptual and
methodological issues. Accompanying the emergence of an empirical litera-
ture on peer harassment has been concern about how to conceptualize the
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phenomenon and how to measure it. For example, how often and how long
does harassment have to occur before it is perceived as chronic and there-
fore a precursor to adjustment difficulties (Ladd & Ladd)? What concep-
tual frameworks can guide the study of family influences on victim status
(Perry et al.)? How can one integrate self-views and peer reports of victim-
ization at the level of both theory and measurement (Graham & Juvonen;
Juvonen et al.; Pellegrini)? It will be evident that these are complex and in-
terrelated questions, for how one conceptualizes the victimization phenom-
enon largely shapes one’s measurement approach.

Victimization is both a heterogeneous phenomenon and an experience
that manifests itself differently at different stages of development. The sec-
ond part of the book comprises five chapters that highlight the different
subtypes and developmental differences in peer harassment. Whereas some
authors examine changes in the manifestations of harassment across devel-
opment from preschool to adolescence (e.g., Crick et al.; Schwartz et al.),
others focus on particular age groups (Alsaker & Valkanover; Craig et al.;
Owens et al.). These chapters demonstrate the various “faces” of the phe-
nomenon: For example, peer victimization may be more easily recognized
as physical intimidation in kindergarten and the early elementary years, but
more closely resemble sexual harassment or social ostracism during the ad-
olescent years. The more covert types of harassment (relational and indi-
rect) as well as the less recognized behavioral responses of victims (hostile,
aggressive) are highlighted in this section.

The four chapters included in the third part describe the correlates and
consequences of peer victimization. A robust finding in the literature is that
children who are chronically harassed by others also tend to be rejected by
the larger peer group. Chapters in this section by Boivin et al. and Schuster
provide analyses of the theoretical and empirical distinctions between ha-
rassment and rejection as well as areas of overlap. Another well-docu-
mented set of findings focuses on the negative psychological consequences
of victimization. The chapter by Rigby offers insight into the adverse physi-
cal and mental health outcomes that can follow chronic harassment, and
the chapter by Smith et al. highlights the various strategies that children
employ to cope with victim status. Both of these are understudied topics in
the literature on the consequences of peer harassment.

The three chapters that make up the final part of the book also address
a relatively neglected topic in the harassment literature. Although much of
the research portrays peer victimization as a dyadic interaction between
victim and bully, in truth youngsters are often the targets of others” hostili-
ties in group contexts. The functional meaning of harassment for a group
(Bukowski & Sippola), the role of group members in maintaining and rein-
forcing victimization (Salmivalli), and the effects of social rank on individ-
ual group members’ risk for harassment (Hawker & Boulton) are examined
here in light of theories on group dynamics.
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To some readers, our organization of the book may seem somewhat
arbitrary. Clearly, there is overlap in the four topical areas, and many chap-
ters could easily have been grouped with other contributions in different
parts. For example, some authors who write about correlates and conse-
quences are also concerned with developmental change, and the study of
harassment as a group rather than dyadic process also has implications for
conceptual and methodological issues. We view this overlap as a strength of
our volume. The complexity of peer harassment requires authors who can
take a broad perspective with empirical research that speaks to multiple
concerns.

As will be seen throughout the chapters of this book, peer harassment
places youth at risk for a number of adjustment difficulties. Hence, one of
the greatest challenges for researchers of peer harassment is to evaluate the
implications of their work for intervention. Is there a way to stop peer vic-
timization? What can be done to improve the plight of victims? Rather than
devote a separate section to interventions, we have asked our contributors
to address intervention issues in the context of their chapters if they deemed
it appropriate. Thus, some of the chapters include descriptions of interven-
tions. Unlike the treatment literature on peer-directed aggression, most in-
tervention approaches described in this book are systemic, addressing not
only individuals, but also the larger social context.

We know from colleagues’ accounts that editing a book can sometimes
be a difficult and frustrating process, but fortunately this was not our expe-
rience. As editors, we therefore want to acknowledge those who made our
job easier. First and foremost, we thank all of our contributing authors for
their scholarship and conscientious adherence to deadlines. Appreciation
also is extended to April Taylor and Will Leiner for their technical assis-
tance. In Chris Jennison and the editorial staff at The Guilford Press, we
found a friendly and receptive publisher, for which we are also grateful.
Preparation of the volume was also supported in part by grants from the
National Institute of Mental Health and the National Science Foundation.

JAANA JUVONEN
SANDRA GRAHAM
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Peer Harassment
A Critical Analysis and Some Important Issues

DAN OLWEUS

GLIMPSES FROM THE SCANDINAVIAN TRADITION

A strong societal interest in the phenomenon of peer harassment or victim-
ization was first aroused in Sweden in the late 1960s and early 1970s under
the designation “mobbning” or “mobbing” (Heinemann, 1969, 1972;
Olweus, 1973a). The term was introduced into the public Swedish debate
by a school physician, P.-P. Heinemann, in the context of racial discrimina-
tion (Heinemann, 1969). Heinemann had borrowed the term mobbing
from the Swedish version of a book on aggression written by the well-
known Austrian ethologist Konrad Lorenz (1963, 1968). In ethology, the
word mobbing is used to denote a collective attack by a group of animals
on an animal of another species, which is usually larger and a natural en-
emy of the group. In Lorenz’s book (1968), mobbing was also used to char-
acterize the action of a school class or a group of soldiers ganging up
against a deviating individual.

The term m20b has also been used for quite some time in social psy-
chology, and to some extent by the general public in English-speaking
countries, to denote a relatively large group of individuals—a crowd or a
mass of people—joined in some kind of common activity or striving. As a
rule, the mob has been formed by accident, is loosely organized, and exists
for only a short time. In the social psychological literature, distinctions
have been made between several types of mob, including the aggressive
mob (the lynch mob), the panic-stricken mob (the flight mob), and the ac-

3



4 INTRODUCTION

quisitive mob. Members of a mob usually experience strong emotions, and
the behavior and reactions of the mob are considered to be fairly irrational
(see, e.g., Lindzey, 1954).

Already at an early stage, I expressed doubts about the suitability of
the term mobbing, as used in ethology/social psychology and by Heine-
mann, to denote the kind of peer harassment that presumably occurred in
school settings (Olweus, 1973, 1978, pp. 4-6). Generally, with my back-
ground in aggression research (e.g., Olweus, 1969), I felt that the connota-
tions implied in the concept of mobbing could easily lead to inapproppriate
expectations about the phenomenon and to certain aspects of the problem
being overlooked.

One particular point of concern related to the relative importance of
the group versus its individual members. The notion that school mobbing is
a matter of collective aggression by a relatively homogeneous group did, in
my view, obscure the relative contributions made by individual members.
More specifically, the role of particularly active perpetrators or bullies
could easily be lost sight of within such a conceptual framework. In this
context, I also questioned how often the kind of all-against-one situations
implied in mobbing actually occur in school. If harassment by a small
group or by a single individual were the more frequent type in our schools,
the concept of mobbing might result, for example, in teachers having diffi-
culty noting the phenomenon occurring right under their noses. In addition,
the concept of mobbing will almost automatically place responsibility for
“possible problems” with the recipient of the collective aggression, the vic-
tim, who is seen as irritating or provoking the majority of “normal” stu-
dents in one way or another.

Use of the concept of mobbing might also lead to an overemphasis on
temporary and situationally determined circumstances: “The mob, sud-
denly and unpredictably, seized by the mood of the moment, turns on a sin-
gle individual, who for some reason or other has attracted the group’s irri-
tation and hostility” (Olweus, 1978, p. 5). Although I believed that such
temporary emotional outbreaks from a group of schoolchildren could oc-
cur, I considered it more important to direct attention to another kind of
possible situation, in which an individual student is exposed to aggression
systematically and over longer periods of time—whether from another indi-
vidual, a small group, or a whole class (Olweus, 1973, 1978, p. 5).

An additional, and maybe even greater, problem was that, at that time,
there existed basically no empirical research data to shed light on the many
issues and concerns involved in the general debate about the phenomenon.
Against this background, in about 1970 I initiated in Sweden (I am a native
Swede, who has lived in Norway since the early 1970s) what now appears
to be the first systematic research project on mobbing or peer harassment.
Results from this project were first published as a book in Swedish in 1973
(Olweus, 1973). In 1978 a somewhat expanded version of this book ap-
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peared in the United States under the title Aggression in the Schools: Bullies
and Whipping Boys (Olweus, 1978). The primary aim of this research was
to sketch a first outline of the “anatomy” of peer harassment in school and
to seek answers to some of the key questions that had been in focus in the
public Swedish debate.

Looking back, I think it is fair to say that this project and later re-
search (see e.g., Olweus, 1978, 1993a, 1994; Farrington, 1993) have
shown that many of my early concerns were justified. For example, there is
no doubt that students in a class vary markedly in their degree of aggres-
siveness and that these individual differences tend to be quite stable over
time, often over several years (Olweus, 1978, 1979). Similarly, the research
clearly shows that a relatively small number of students in a class are usu-
ally much more actively engaged in peer harassment or bullying than oth-
ers, often the great majority of the students in the class, who are not di-
rectly involved in bullying at all or only in more or less marginal roles. Data
from our new large-scale intervention study in Bergen (below) indicate that
as many as 50% of the victims of bullying are harassed by a small group of
two or three students (Olweus & Solberg, 1998), often with a negative
leader. In addition, a considerable proportion of the victims, some 25%,
even report that they are mainly harassed by a single student (Olweus,
1988; Olweus & Solberg, 1998). Data from researchers in England, Hol-
land, and Japan, participating in the same cross-national project on bully/
victim problems, indicate that this is also largely true in other ethnic con-
texts with (partly) different cultural backgrounds and traditions (Junger-
Tas & Kesteren, 1998; Morita & Soeda, 1998; Smith et al., 1999). Further,
these and other (e.g., Rigby & Slee, 1991) data show that a considerable
proportion of the students in a class have a relatively negative attitude to
the bullying and would like to do, or actually do (according to self-reports),
something to help the victim.

DEFINITION AND OPERATIONALIZATION
OF BULLYING OR PEER VICTIMIZATION

At the time of initiation of the aforementioned research project, it was not
possible, or even desirable, to set forth a very stringent definition of peer
victimization or bullying. However, the need for a relatively clear and cir-
cumscribed definition became urgent in connection with a large-scale cam-
paign against bullying in Norway in 1983 (Olweus, 1993a). Specifically, an
important part of this campaign was a nationwide registration of bully/vic-
tim problems by means of a student questionnaire that I developed. The ba-
sic definition of bullying or peer victimization underlying the construction
of the questionnaire was the following: A student is being bullied or victim-
ized when he or she is exposed, repeatedly and over time, to negative ac-
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tions on the part of one or more other students. This definition emphasized
negative (aggressive) actions that are carried out repeatedly and over time.
It was further specified that in bullying there is a certain imbalance of
power or strength: The student who is exposed to negative actions has diffi-
culty defending him- or herself (for further details, see, e.g., Olweus 1993a,
1999a).

Although this basic definition of bullying or peer victimization has
been retained unchanged, the “definition” presented to the students in the
Revised Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire (Olweus, 1996) has been
somewhat expanded. In the latest version of the questionnaire, this (copy-
righted) definition reads as follows:

We say a student is being bullied when another student, or several other stu-
dents

e say mean and hurtful things or make fun of him or her or call him or
her mean and hurtful names

e completely ignore or exclude him or her from their group of friends or
leave him or her out of things on purpose

e hit, kick, push, shove around, or lock him or her inside a room

o tell lies or spread false rumors about him or her or send mean notes
and try to make other students dislike him or her

e and do other hurtful things like that.

When we talk about bullying, these things happen repeatedly, and it
is difficult for the student being bullied to defend himself or herself. We
also call it bullying when a student is teased repeatedly in a mean and
hurtful way.

But we don’t call it bullying when the teasing is done in a friendly
and playful way. Also, it is not bullying when two students of about the
same strength or power argue or fight.

After a global question about being bullied in the past couple of
months (or, in a different section of the questionnaire, about bullying other
students) with five fairly precise response alternatives, the students are
asked to respond to questions about eight specific forms of bullying they
may have been exposed to. These various forms of bullying comprise physi-
cal and verbal (including racial and sexual) harassment, threatening and co-
ercive behaviors, as well as more indirect ways of harassment (Bjorkvist,
Lagerspetz, & Kaukiainen, 1992; Crick, 1995; Crick, Nelson, Morales,
Cullerton-Sen, Casa, & Hickman, Chapter 8, this volume), including “rela-
tional” victimization in the form of active social isolation, backtalking,
having rumors spread, and the like.

This questionnaire, which also contains a number of questions about
attitudes toward bullying, the social environment’s reactions, and so on,
gives a very good picture of the level and nature of bully/victim problems,
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and the social climate more generally, at a school that has conducted the
survey with their students. If the responses about the various forms of bul-
lying and the global question are combined into summative indices, the
questionnaire permits reliable and valid identification of individual victims,
bullies, and bully/victims (e.g., Solberg, Olweus, & Endresen, 2001).

GLIMPSES FROM THE NORTH AMERICAN TRADITION

Since the early 1980s a dominant North American approach to the study of
peer relationships has been to measure peer acceptance or status through
positive and negative sociometric peer nominations. Using a special classifi-
cation scheme, researchers sort their subjects into peer status groups of
popular, average, neglected, and rejected children. There has been a special
research interest attached to low peer status or rejection. Much of the re-
search from the 1980s was summarized in an edited volume on peer rejec-
tion, which was published in 1990 (Asher & Coie, 1990).

It is worth emphasizing that this research tradition was not directly
concerned with peer harassment or victimization, but rather with the re-
lated phenomenon of peer rejection. However, because aggressive behavior
was believed (judging from a number of studies; see, e.g., Asher & Coie,
1990) to be the main determinant of peer rejection, at least up to 1988/
1989, the kind of victimization or harassment that could be implicated dif-
fered in important respects from what was in focus in Scandinavia (see the
preceding section).

POSSIBLE PROBLEMS WITH THE PEER REJECTION APPROACH

For a number of reasons, my disappointment with this general approach in-
creased gradually during the latter half of the 1980s, and in 1989—at a
well-attended symposium in Kansas City organized by the Society for Re-
search in Child Development—I expressed my major concerns and criti-
cisms of the dominant North American approach (Olweus, 1989).

My key arguments related to the fact that peer rejection measures do
not focus directly on the behavioral or personality characteristics of the
child. They rather reflect the social environment’s—the peers>—evaluation
of the child in the form of a general liking or disliking. Because different
children may be disliked or liked by their peers for very different reasons, it
is reasonable to expect considerable heterogeneity among children who are
rejected by their peers.

This is actually what has been found in empirical research (see, e.g.,
Hartup, 1983; French, 1988; Kupersmidt, Patterson, & Eickholt, 1989;
Olweus, 1989; Perry & Williard, 1989). An important subgroup of the re-
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jected children in these studies were children who were repeatedly victim-
ized, bullied, and harassed by other children. Thus, it was not only aggres-
sive children who might be rejected by peers. Children who were the target
of other children’s aggression and who typically showed a very different
pattern of behavior, one of withdrawal and anxiety, were also particularly
likely to be disliked and rejected. These results agreed quite well with the
findings from my own research on bully/victim problems (Olweus, 1973,
1978, 1984): The habitual victims, of whom I had identified two kinds,
passive and provocative victims, respectively (Olweus, 1973, 1978), were
typically disliked and rejected by their peers (only boys participated in this
early study).

Conversely, my data on boys who bullied other students did not support
the idea that aggressive behavior usually leads to rejection. Overall, the gener-
ally aggressive bullies (a subgroup of aggressive children and youth) were not
unpopular, and they were often supported by two or three other boys in the
class. Similar findings have been reported by some North American research-
ers (e.g., Cairns, Cairns, Neckerman, Gest, & Gariépy, 1988).

In my symposium contribution, I argued that the marked heterogene-
ity of the rejected children—with several more or less distinct subgroups of
such children with very different behavioral characteristics—and the nature
of the rejection variable would lead to problems of prediction, intervention,
and understanding. A brief summary of the main arguments and implica-
tions are outlined in the following section.

PROBLEMS OF PREDICTION,
INTERVENTION, AND UNDERSTANDING

With a heterogeneous group of rejected children, it is reasonable to expect
a high proportion of both false positives and false negatives when predic-
tions are made to, for example, a later adjustment criterion such as adult
criminal/antisocial behavior. Many highly rejected children of the passive,
nonaggressive victim type mentioned earlier can be expected to be false
positives, implying that they will not end up as registered/convicted crimi-
nals (but will be predicted to belong in this group). Conversely, a consider-
able proportion of aggressive bullies, who are not generally rejected by
their peers, would probably be false negatives, that is, belong to the con-
victed group (but be predicted to end up in the group of noncriminals). In
sum, this implies that a dimension of peer rejection can generally be ex-
pected to be a relatively weak predictor of aggressive, antisocial, external-
izing behavior patterns.

These expectations were clearly borne out in two sets of regression
analyses with number of registered criminal convictions at age 24 as a crite-
rion for two cohorts from my early Swedish project (7 = 276, and n = 195,



A Critical Analysis 9

respectively; see Olweus, 1989, for details). Peer ratings of rejection col-
lected both in grade 6 and grade 9 correlated only weakly with registered
criminality, with 7 values in the .05-.16 range. In marked contrast, parallel
peer ratings of aggressive behavior showed substantial correlations with the
criterion in all four analyses (range of r values = .27-.40).

My main argument here is not that peer rejection can never be a rea-
sonably good predictor of a criterion of adjustment or possibly serve as a
moderator variable for other predictors. There are (a relatively small num-
ber of) studies (see e.g., Parker & Asher, 1987; Coie, Terry, Lennox,
Lochman, & Hyman, 1995) that would contradict such a strong statement.
Rather, my key points are that peer rejection is a very indirect and complex
predictor of later adjustment and that adjustment criteria can usually be
better predicted from behaviors or characteristics with a more direct con-
ceptual link to such criteria. One may add that because of the heterogeneity
of the group of rejected children, predictions based on peer rejection are
likely to be variable and inconsistent, depending on the composition of the
sample in terms of the relative sizes of the various subgroups. This fact may
partly explain why rejection is sometimes a (relatively weak) predictor of
externalizing behavior and sometimes a (relatively weak) predictor of inter-
nalizing problems.

Considering the heterogeneity among the rejected children, it is obvi-
ously very difficult to design adequate and efficacious treatment or inter-
vention programs when the key criterion for selection or targeting is peer
rejection or lack of popularity (which has been the case in several studies).
Clearly, the problems and possible “social skills deficits” characterizing the
aggressive and the victimized children of the rejected group are quite dis-
similar and call for very different intervention approaches. Second, to use
rejected status as a criterion for intervention implicitly assumes that the dif-
ficulties reside mainly with the rejected or low-accepted child. As argued
later, this is likely to be wholly or partly incorrect, and the basic problem
may instead be an aggressive peer environment, particularly in the case of
passive victims. Third, using such a criterion for intervention would have
the unfortunate consequence that many children with obvious social ad-
justment problems would not be targeted for intervention. I am thinking of
the aggressive bullies in particular, the majority of whom are not rejected
by their peers (as discussed earlier) but who create many problems for other
students.

In my symposium contribution, I also questioned the general useful-
ness of peer status variables for the purpose of understanding underlying
mechanisms and establishing causal relationships. This critique was again
based on the fact that rejected children are a very heterogeneous group
composed of distinct subgroups with different behavioral patterns and mo-
tivational dynamics. This fact often means that an average value or a corre-
lation coefficient for a sample as a whole may be fairly meaningless. Such a
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value may mask very different, even opposing, trends or relationships with-
in the different subgroups.

A final point concerned the practice of standardizing nominations
within classrooms. This procedure is likely to have the unfortunate conse-
quence of eliminating or reducing variation in peer status variables between
classes. This “relativization” is likely to narrow the focus of inquiry to the
individual child at the expense of classroom-related environmental determi-
nants. In my view, it is very important to use measuring techniques and
variables that preserve possible variability among classes. This variation
can then be related to classroom or other higher-level characteristics, such
as the teacher’s leadership style, attitude to discipline, the size of the class,
the students’ average level of academic competence, group processes, and
the like. Such an approach will give a broader, and in my view, more ade-
quate understanding of the factors determining the peer relationship prob-
lems we are interested in studying.

IS A REORIENTATION UNDER WAY?

Because of the many problems with the dominant North American ap-
proach to peer relationship problems, in my 1989 presentation I called for
a certain reorientation of the research efforts in this area. More specifically,
I argued for a stronger focus on the behavioral or personality characteris-
tics of the child and, in parallel, on specific reactions by the social environ-
ment. This was certainly not to imply that there are no problems with the
approach I was advocating. For example, it has already been shown that
there are two subgroups of victimized children with partly different charac-
teristics. Furthermore, for some purposes it may also be useful or necessary
to divide aggressive students into various subclasses. Still, I contend that we
are in a much better position to handle such problems if the variables we
use in our research have clear behavioral or personality referents, rather
than being a reflection of the peer group’s general liking or disliking of a
particular student.

The main focus of this book is on peer victimization or harassment,
not on peer rejection. Maybe optimistically, I interpret this as an indication
that a certain reorientation in the desired direction has already occurred, or
perhaps is in the process of taking place, in the North American “peer re-
search community.”

A DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVE ON THE VICTIMS

As outlined earlier, the importance of a certain shift of focus was, in my
view, evident already in 1989. More specifically, research had already



A Critical Analysis 11

shown (Olweus, 1978) that a large proportion of the (boy) victims, those of
the passive category, were not aggressive or actively provoking (which may
have helped “explain” their victimization or rejection to outside observers
such as teachers, peers, or parents). The pattern of data rather suggested
that many victims simply fell easy prey to aggressive, more powerful bul-
lies.

This interpretation was further strengthened in a prospective follow-
up study of a subgroup of former school victims at age 23 (who had been
almost exclusively of the passive type) and their nonvictimized peers
(Olweus, 1993b). Among other results from this study, it was found that
the former (boy) victims had largely “recovered” or were in the normal
range (like those in the “control” group) on several internalizing dimen-
sions at age 23: They were no longer particularly anxious, inhibited, intro-
verted, or nonassertive in interactions with others, nor were there indica-
tions that they had elevated stress levels (which they had had when
measured at age 16). This pattern of results implies that

many of them (the former victims) would probably function reasonably
well if they were not exposed to repeated bullying and harassment over
long periods of time. The elevated levels of anxiety and stress that we could
register in the school years were thus more a reflection of situation-related
strain than of a relatively permanent personality disturbance.

In a similar vein, the “normal” adult outcome with regard to peer
relationships and social interaction (according to self-reports) would
seem to suggest that the victims were not lacking in “social skills.” Or, if
they were deficient in such skills in the school period, these problems
were not serious enough to prevent normal development in the area of
social interaction in young adulthood (Olweus, 1993b, p. 336).

At the same time, it should be emphasized that even though the former
victims seemed to function well in a number of respects as young adults,
there were two dimensions on which they clearly differed from their peers:
depressive tendencies and poor self-esteem. In line with the earlier conclu-
sions, the total pattern of the causal-analytic results clearly indicated that
this was a consequence of the earlier persistent victimization by aggressive
peers, which had thus left its scars on their minds.

A FUNDAMENTAL HUMAN RIGHT

The results described in the preceding sections suggest a different perspec-
tive on and understanding of peer victimization than that inherently im-
plied in the study of peer rejection. In keeping with this perspective, I have
for a long time argued that it is a fundamental democratic or human right
for a child to feel safe in school and to be spared the oppression and re-
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peated, intentional humiliation implied in peer victimization or bullying.
No student should be afraid of going to school for fear of being harassed or
degraded, and no parent should need to worry about such things happen-
ing to his or her child (e.g., Olweus, 1993a).

The Swedish and Norwegian governments and school authorities seem
to have gradually adopted a similar view. As early as 1981, I proposed in-
troduction of a law against bullying or “mobbning” at school (Olweus,
1981). At that time, there was little political support for the idea. In 1994,
however, this suggestion was followed up by the Swedish Parliament with a
new school law article including formulations that are very similar to those
expressed above (the Education Act; SFS, 1994). In addition, the associated
regulations (Lpo94, 1994) place responsibility for realization of these
goals, including development of an intervention program against bullying
at the individual school, with the principal. The formulations in these docu-
ments have recently been made even more stringent and imperative
(Forskoleklass Och Andra Skollagsfragor, 1997).

Also the Norwegian government has introduced a similar law article
(§2 in Oppleringsloven, the Education Act, 1998), although the formula-
tions are not quite as clear and imperative as in its Swedish counterpart.
The national initiatives taken against bullying/peer harassment in later
years in several other countries, such as Scotland, England, Ireland, Japan
(Smith et al., 1999), and just recently, Denmark, suggest a similar under-
standing, but these countries have not yet introduced special antibullying
legislation.

MORE ON THE PROVOCATIVE VICTIMS

Such a perspective on bully/victim problems in school is a far cry from “vic-
tim blaming,” at least in principle. In this context, it is also of interest to
consider the situation of the provocative victims.

From our intervention work, I and my research group have learned
that schools and teachers focus much attention on provocative victims and
often argue that the behavior of these victims is irritating and tension creat-
ing, which is thus considered to explain why these students become disliked
and even actively harassed by their peers. Some teachers and students alike
seem to think that these victims actually deserve the rough treatment they
get. It is clear that the dynamics in a classroom with a provocative victim
are often quite different from the problems in a classroom with one or
more passive victims. Among other things, a larger number of students,
perhaps the whole class, are often involved in the harassment (Olweus,
1978, 1993a). Accordingly, the attitude referred to is to some extent under-
standable.

So far, there has been relatively little systematic research into the prev-
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alence and characteristics of provocative victims or bully/victims as they
have also been called (but see Schwartz, Proctor, & Chien, Chapter 6, this
volume). In our new Bergen project, provocative victims have been defined
as scoring above a commonly used cutting point on both victim and bully
self-report dimensions (see Olweus, 1993a, p. 13); total # in this project is
about 4,000 students from 30 schools; # of provocative victims = 78. Pre-
liminary analyses of the Bergen data clearly confirm an earlier assertion
that these students “show a combination of both anxious and aggressive re-
action patterns” (Olweus, 1993a, pp. 33, 57; see also Olweus, 1978, p.
138). That is, these students have clear elements of both “pure” victims and
“pure” bullies in their makeup.

The provocative victims resemble the passive victims in being depres-
sive, socially anxious with poor global self-esteem and high aggression inhi-
bitions, and feeling disliked by peers. As with pure victims, prevalence rates
for provocative victims clearly go down with increasing age (from ages 11
to 15 years in this project). Conversely, the provocative victims also show
similarities with pure bullies by having elevated levels of dominant, aggres-
sive, and antisocial behavior and problems with concentration, hyperactiv-
ity, and impulsivity (attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder problems,
ADHD). Moreover, there is a clear overrepresentation of boys (approxi-
mately 3:1) among the provocative victims, as is the case with bullies. In
addition, reading and writing problems are more common among provoca-
tive victims than among both passive victims and pure bullies.

The personality and behavior characteristics of the provocative victims
just described can be expected to elicit a fair amount of negative reactions
from their environments, as has also been found empirically (Olweus,
1978). This implies that interventions in situations with provocative vic-
tims must also deal directly with the behavior problems of these victims, for
example, by teaching them better ways of interacting with their peers
(Olweus, 1993a). It is important to emphasize, however, that the provoca-
tive victims® “contribution to their own problems” does not legitimate ha-
rassment by peers; such “treatment” is as unacceptable as with other vic-
tims and is just as likely to exacerbate the situation.

Although provocative victims naturally attract a good deal of negative
attention in the school society, it should be remembered that they actually
represent a relatively small proportion of the victim group. This is true at
any rate if the measuring instrument used for classification is reasonably re-
liable and discriminating (Solberg et al., 2001). In our data for ages 11
through 135, the provocative victims constituted somewhat between 10 and
20% of the total victim group, with higher percentages in the lower age
range. Accordingly, the overwhelming majority of victims belong to the
passive, submissive category, who cannot really be seen as actively “caus-
ing” their own problems. (With younger age groups, discrimination may be
less sharp and the proportion of provocative victims or bully/victims corre-
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spondingly larger. See, for example, Alsaker & Valkanover, Chapter 7, this
volume.)

As emphasized by Schwartz and colleagues (Chapter 6, this volume),
more needs to be learned about this group of provocative or aggressive vic-
tims.

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE GROUP

Some researchers have—in my view, mistakenly—seen my approach to peer
harassment or bully/victim problems as predominantly individual-oriented.
Such an impression may possibly stem from my early research (Olweus,
1973, 1978), in which it was of great importance to document the possible
existence of, and characteristics of, individual “actors,” given the general
contemporary Swedish focus on collective aggression implied in the afore-
mentioned concept of mobbing.

However, already in that research, a “restructuring” of the typical
school environment was seen as an important means of counteracting and
limiting these problems (Olweus, 1978, Ch. 9). In addition, the book con-
tained a fairly detailed discussion of social/psychological or group mecha-
nisms that may operate in a classroom or school and result in harassment
of victims also by ordinarily nice and nonaggressive students. These mecha-
nisms included (1) social contagion, (2) weakening of the control or inhibi-
tions against aggressive tendencies, (3) diffusion of responsibility, and (4)
gradual cognitive changes in the perception of the victim (Olweus, 1978,
pp. 143-147).

In the context of the new Bergen project and the development of a
teacher handbook about the intervention program (Olweus, 1999b), some
aspects of the ways students in a group or classroom may react to acute
bullying episodes have been further elaborated. One can also see this as a
description of various roles students can occupy in relation to bully/victim
problems in a class or school. These roles are illustrated and briefly de-
scribed in the conceptual scheme presented in Figure 1.1, “The Bullying Cir-
cle.” Such roles or ways of reacting represent different combinations of the
student’s basic (inner) attitude to the bullying (positive-neutral/indifferent—
negative) and his or her way of acting or not acting in a bullying situation.

This conceptual scheme is based on my earlier research, including the
group mechanisms outlined in the preceding text, and in part on the work of
Salmivalli and her colleagues on participant roles (Salmivalli, Lagerspetz,
Bjorkqvist, Osterman, & Kaukiainen, 1996; Salmivalli, Chapter 17, this vol-
ume). However, the present formulation seems to have a somewhat stronger
conceptual basis (in systematically combining attitude and action/nonaction)
and, in terms of empirical assessment, I rely primarily on self-reports rather
than peer ratings. Although peer ratings in this area have proven to be very
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and take an active part
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don’t take a stand

FIGURE L.1. The Bullying Circle: Students’ modes of reaction/roles in an acute bul-
lying situation.

valuable for a number of purposes (see, e.g., Olweus, 1978; Perry, Kusel, &
Perry, 1988; Salmivalli et al., 1996), there is some doubt as to what extent
they can capture less visible and more subtle forms of harassment. It remains
an empirical question, however, to what extent self-reports will provide the
kind of information we are interested in obtaining.

At the same time, it is our definite experience that the Bullying Circle
in itself, independent of possible empirical data, is a very useful pedagogical
device for discussions with teachers, parents, and students (Olweus, 1999b)
about bully/victim problems in a class or school. With regard to counter-
acting and preventing bullying, for example, possible “change agents” eas-
ily realize the importance of having more students move toward the right
side of the Bullying Circle. Such insight automatically leads to questions
about how this can be best achieved.

BRIEFLY ABOUT INTERVENTION

For the past 15 to 20 years I have been heavily involved in work on inter-
vention against peer harassment or bullying in school. The key element of
this work has been my Core Program against Bullying and Antisocial
Behavior (Olweus, 1993a, Part IV, 1999b; Olweus & Limber, 1999). This
program is based on a limited set of principles derived chiefly from research
on the development and modification of the implicated problem behaviors,
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in particular, aggressive behavior. The principles have been translated into a
number of specific measures to be used at the school, class, and individual
levels. A central goal of the program is to achieve a restructuring of the so-
cial environment. This is done in a number of ways, including changes in
the “opportunity structures” and “reward structures” for bullying behav-
ior, resulting in fewer opportunities and rewards for such behavior.

Parenthetically, all of this represents a further confirmation that my
approach to peer harassment or bullying is by no means predominantly
individual-oriented. As strongly emphasized in the program, it is important
to work systematically on all specified levels, the school, class, and individ-
ual levels (and on the community level if possible). The fact that the inter-
vention approach is both systems- and individual-oriented is usually seen as
a strength of the program and something that helps explain its efficacy.!

The results from the first intervention project have been documented
in several publications (Olweus, 1991, 1993a; Olweus & Alsaker, 1991).
Clearly positive effects, with reductions in the 50 to 70% range, could be
registered with regard to bully/victim problems. In addition, there were
marked reductions in general antisocial behavior and clear improvement of
various aspects of the classroom social climate. As a further indication of
the effects of the program, we also found “dosage-response” effects, imply-
ing that teachers who implemented more of the program had clearly better
results than those who implemented less (Olweus & Alsaker, 1991).

Preliminary analyses of the intervention part of the new Bergen pro-
ject, with 14 intervention schools and 16 comparison schools, also indicate
quite positive results (Olweus, 1999¢; Olweus & Limber, 1999). For the in-
tervention schools, there were reductions in the levels of bully/victim prob-
lems by 30 to 35%. With regard to the comparison schools (which were
not strictly “control” schools but did antibullying work of their own design
or preference), there was little or no change in “being bullied,” and actually
an increase in “bullying other students” by 35% or more.

Three of the intervention schools were followed up in the spring term
of the second project year (1999) with a small number of booster sessions
related to the program. On measurement at the end of the spring term, 2
years after the start of the project, these schools had reduced their levels of
bully/victim problems to about 50% of their initial levels.

These results represent average reductions or gains and are, of course,
quite encouraging. However, we have also documented that there was a
good deal of variation between schools and individual teachers in the ex-
tent to which they implemented the various components of the core pro-
gram in their own settings. Accordingly, it is essential to discover more
about the factors that affect teachers’ and schools’ readiness to implement
the program. Using multilevel statistical models (Bryk and Raudenbush,
1992), such work is in progress (Kallestad & Olweus, 2000) and prelimi-
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nary analyses indicate that both individual teacher characteristics and
school climate factors are clearly of importance for degree of program im-
plementation. Another related project concerns identification of those com-
ponents of the core program that are particularly effective; see Olweus &
Alsaker, 1991, for earlier analyses).

CONCLUDING WORDS

Peer harassment or bullying is an important phenomenon with many impli-
cations. In terms of conceptualization and empirical research, there are
clear advantages to studying a phenomenon in which both the recipient of
aggression and the perpetrator or perpetrators are in focus. In this way, the
aggressive behavior becomes anchored in a social context. The existence of
relatively pure victim, bully, and bully/victim groups (provocative victims),
as well as students with various attitudes and roles (cf. the Bullying Circle),
makes it natural to examine group processes and structural characteristics
of larger units such as the classroom and the school. This, in turn, means
that for a fuller understanding, peer harassment must be studied at several
different levels. The newly developed statistical techniques of multilevel
analysis (e.g., Bryk and Raudenbush, 1992; Goldstein, 1987) are useful in-
struments in such efforts.

Peer harassment is also a very important social issue in that it affects
negatively, both in the short and the long term, a large number of students
in our schools. Fortunately, it is relatively easy nowadays to reach consen-
sus, at least in principle, that bullying in school should not be tolerated and
that the school has a major responsibility for counteracting and preventing
such problems. Conceptually, it is easy to link work against bullying and
peer harassment to the United Nations’ Declaration of Human Rights and
to various legislative efforts, as in Scandinavia. All of this makes schools
more willing to “take ownership” of these problems. And with an under-
standing of peer harassment along the lines suggested in this Introduction,
it is very natural to install both systems- and individual-oriented interven-
tions in schools, where a major—and very worthwhile—goal must be to
create safer and better learning environments.
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NOTE

1. This program has recently been selected by a U.S. expert committee as one out of
10 “model” or Blueprint programs (Olweus & Limber, 1999), to be used in a
national violence prevention initiative in the United States supported by the De-
partment of Justice (OJJDP). At present, the core program is being implemented
in a considerable number of schools in various parts of the United States. The
main components of the program are the Revised Olweus Bully/Victim Ques-
tionnaire (with a PC program for processing the data), the book Bullying at
School: What We Know and What We Can Do (Blackwell Publishers, phone:
1-800-216-2522), Olweus’ Core Program against Bullying and Antisocial Be-
havior: A Teacher Handbook, and the video Bullying (South Carolina Educational
Television, phone: 1-800-553-7752). Information about ordering the Question-
naire and the Teacher Handbook can be obtained from the author, email:
Olweus@psych.uib.no, or mail: Vognstolbakken 16, N- 5096 Bergen, Norway.
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PART I

Conceptual and Methodological
Issues in Peer Harassment

A major theme in this volume is that the study of peer harassment is differ-
ent from the study of peer aggression. The experiences of victims are quite
disparate from those of bullies, and the organizing themes in the two litera-
tures are also distinct. This is no more evident than in the particular con-
ceptual and methodological challenges that peer harassment researchers
face and that are the focus of this first part of the book.

Chapter 1, by Ladd and Ladd, tackles the issue of the chronicity of
peer harassment. Aggression has been found to be relatively stable across
childhood, but the stability of victimization has been harder to chronicle.
As Ladd and Ladd point out, there is little agreement about how often a
child must be harassed (frequency) and how long the harassment must last
(duration) before the experience is viewed as stable and the individual
achieves chronic victim status. Thus, frequency and duration must both be
considered when linking peer harassment to adjustment difficulties. Ladd
and Ladd pose testable hypotheses about the independent and interactive
effects of these two temporal variables on children’s adjustment and ability
to cope with being the target of others’ hostility. What emerges from their
chapter is a portrayal of the dynamic nature of peer harassment: Many chil-
dren recover from frequent experiences of victimization that are of short
duration, others must cope with incidents that are sporadic but recurrent,
and still other youth have to deal with the isolated event that is intense and
has enduring effects. In other words, there are multiple pathways from ex-
periences with harassment to subsequent (mal)adjustment.

The notion of pathways alerts us to think about process, or the under-
lying mechanisms that mediate the occurrence of victimization and subse-
quent reactions. Graham and Juvonen in the next chapter highlight
attributional processes as one such mediating mechanism. Building on pre-
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vious work that applied attributional analyses to the study of aggression,
these authors make the case that how victims construe the reasons for their
plight provides import clues to understanding their subsequent adjustment.
In particular, attributions for victimization to causes that are internal (“It’s
something about me”), stable (“Things will always be this way”), and un-
controllable (“There’s nothing I can do to change it”) are related to low
self-esteem, negative affect, and passivity. The analysis can also account for
how peers react to classmates perceived as victim. Graham and Juvonen hy-
pothesize that when peers perceive victims as responsible for their plight
(the causes of harassment are within their control), this leads to rejection
and unwillingness to come to the aid of the victim. Thus, attributional anal-
yses are utilized to account for both passive withdrawal by the victim and
active rejection by the peer group.

The attributional model that guides Graham and Juvonen’s analysis
begins with an experience of victimization and then examines it causal con-
sequences. However, it is also important to move back in this temporal se-
quence to ask about antecedents—that is, what factors place a child at risk
for becoming the target of others’ hostility? In Chapter 3, Perry, Hodges,
and Egan review an array of determinants, but with a focus on family fac-
tors. There is precedent for studying childrearing antecedents of deviant
behavior in the aggression literature, where robust linkages between harsh
parenting and child antisocial behavior have been documented. Building on
this tradition, Perry et al.’s analysis highlights how insecure attachments
and overcontrolling or overprotective parenting styles can be risk factors
for peer harassment. What makes their approach different from the social-
ization literature on aggression is that Perry et al. develop a social-
cognitive model of family influence that links parenting practices to the
child’s representation (schema) of the self and the parent—child relationship.
Both schemas then affect risk for victimization. For example, based on par-
ticular kinds of parent—child interactions, some youngsters acquire what
the authors label a “victim schema”: a conception of the parent as threaten-
ing and controlling and of the self as weak and helpless. Such children be-
have in ways that invite harassment from peers (i.e., they are “easy
marks”). By incorporating children’s cognitive representations of both self
and their interactions with parents, Perry et al. offer a novel approach to
family influences on peer harassment and one that has generated a number
of testable hypotheses.

The last two chapters in this part tackle one of the most significant
methodological challenges in peer victimization research—what informa-
tion sources should be used to classify children as victimized. This has not
been a compelling methodological concern in the peer aggression literature.
Typically, children are classified as aggressive on the basis of a combination
of peer nominations and behavioral ratings by teachers; rarely are discrep-
ancies between peer and teacher reports considered. Moreover, self-reports
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of aggressive behavior are seldom utilized, inasmuch as it is assumed that
seriously antisocial youth may not be reliable informants about their own
deviant behavior. In contrast, self-reports are a key informant source in the
victimization literature, as are peer nominations. However, the two types of
reports often yield discrepant findings. The methodological challenge for
victimization researchers has been to reconcile these discrepancies.

In Chapter 4, Juvonen, Nishina, and Graham take up this challenge by
highlighting the conceptual distinctions between self-reports and peer nom-
inations of victimization. Self-reports of victimization are subjective experi-
ences that are privately felt and not necessarily verifiable by other infor-
mant sources. Peer nominations, in contrast, are reputational measures of
victimization that reflect public consensus among group members about
the relative standing of an individual. Building on this conceptual distinc-
tion, Juvonen et al. present evidence from their own research that self-views
and peer assessments have different antecedents as well as different conse-
quences. For example, social consequences that emanate from reputations,
such as acceptance or rejection, are more closely related to (and thus better
measured by) peer nominations, whereas outcomes that describe intra-
personal distress such as depression or low self-esteem are more reliably
estimated by self-report measures. Thus, the choice between measures of
peer harassment to some degree should be guided by the particular rela-
tionships that a researcher is studying.

In the final chapter of this part, Pellegrini also offers a comparative
analysis of self- and peer reports, but he introduces new measures as well:
direct observations by independent observers during unstructured school
times and monthly diaries in which participants recall incidents of victim-
ization at specified times. Pellegrini reports that diaries were more strongly
correlated with self-reports, suggesting that the methods are complemen-
tary ways to assess subjective (private) self-views. Observations, in con-
trast, were related only to peer nominations, which underscores the public
nature of reputational (nomination) measures. Pellegrini’s chapter stresses
the importance of a multimethod/multi-informant approach to measuring
peer harassment.
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Variations in Peer Victimization
Relations to Children’s Maladjustment

BECKY KOCHENDERFER LADD and GARY W. LADD

Peer harassment is such a common experience that it appears that most
children have been bullied at some time or another during the course of
their school careers. For instance, Hoover, Oliver, and Hazler (1992) found
that 76.8% of middle and high school students attending midwestern pub-
lic schools reported having been bullied at some point while at school. For-
tunately, these investigators also found that the majority of students did not
believe that being bullied had severely affected their social, emotional, or
academic adjustment. However, 14% of Hoover et al.’s sample indicated
otherwise—that is, these children believed that being harassed by peers had
negatively affected one or more aspects of their adjustment (Hoover et al.,
1992). One of the aims of this chapter is to consider why peer harassment
may harm some children more than others and reconcile this seemingly
contradictory evidence with a premise that undergirds much of the research
on peer victimization: that peer harassment constitutes a form of abuse that
undermines children’s healthy development (Alsaker, 1993; Boulton &
Smith, 1994; Graham & Juvonen, 1998a; Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996a,
1996b; Olweus, 1991).

Toward this goal, we propose several situational aspects of peer ha-
rassment that may account for the differences that emerge in children’s level
of psychological maladjustment. Consistent with the current thrust of our
research program, this chapter is focused primarily on specific features of
peer harassment that may increase or decrease children’s risk for psycho-
social dysfunction. These include variation in (1) the frequency with which
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children are harassed during relatively brief time frames, (2) the stability, or
duration, of peer harassment over extended intervals (e.g., developmental
periods), and (3) the type, or form, of peer harassment that children experi-
ence. For example, theoretically, it is conceivable that peer harassment may
occur in ways (e.g., sporadically, only at one point in time) that are not se-
vere enough to strain or exceed the resources children have for coping with
such experiences; conversely, it may also transpire in ways (e.g., frequent
occurrences over long periods of time) that overwhelm children’s resources.
In turn, differential strains on such resources may account for variability in
adjustment (see Lazarus, 1984). In addition, the degree to which peer ha-
rassment affects adjustment may also depend on the form of aggression
that children experience (e.g., verbal vs. physical harassment) or the mes-
sage that such victimizing experiences communicate to victims (e.g., taunts
about a child’s physical build vs. competence at schoolwork). We also lay a
foundation for future studies by speculating about how these factors may
be moderated by child variables (e.g., cognitive interpretation; coping strat-
egies). Space considerations limit the range of intra- and interpersonal re-
sources that are considered in this chapter. We direct your attention to
other chapters in this volume in which investigators address some of these
factors in greater detail (Perry, Hodges, & Egan, Chapter 3; Schwartz,
Proctor, & Chien, Chapter 6; Smith, Shu, & Madsen, Chapter 14).
Thus, the perspective from which this chapter is written builds on the
premise that peer harassment affects children’s adjustment, rather than vice
versa. We apply this perspective largely for heuristic reasons. In doing so, it
is not our intention to rule out reciprocal influences or cast doubt on the
possibility that emergent maladjustment may increase children’s vulnerabil-
ity to peer victimization. In fact, there is evidence to suggest that some
forms of maladjustment, such as low self-regard or self-esteem, may leave
children vulnerable to peer victimization (see Egan & Perry, 1998).

FREQUENCY OF PEER HARASSMENT

Even though researchers define bullying as a form of aggression in which
children harass others (often younger or weaker peers) without provoca-
tion, repeatedly and over time, and with the intention to harm their victims
(Bjorkqvist, Ekman, & Lagerspetz, 1982; Hoover et al., 1992; Lagerspetz,
Bjorkqvist, Berts, & King, 1982; Olweus, 1991), they rarely operationalize
most aspects of this definition when attempting to measure victimization or
identify victimized children. In fact, it has been argued that some of these
criteria, such as lack of provocation or presence of harmful intentions, may
prove difficult, if not impossible, to assess reliably (Graham & Juvonen,
1998a).

Of these criteria, the frequency with which children are harassed (i.e.,
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as denoted by “repeatedly and over time”) is more often specified (or im-
plied) in investigators’ assessments of this construct and therefore appears
to be among the most central to investigators’ definitions of peer victimiza-
tion. Frequency, when applied as a criterion in measures of peer victimiza-
tion, tends to be more explicit in self-report measures as compared with
peer nomination procedures (although see Lagerspetz et al., 1982, and
Osterman et al., 1994, for exceptions). For example, with peer report mea-
sures, investigators tend to ask agemates to identify persons who have been
exposed to particular forms of victimization, and then aggregate the nomi-
nations into scores that reflect “consensus” on the identity of specific vic-
tims. In comparison, in self-report measures, items are typically scaled so
that children report how often they have experienced specific forms of ha-
rassment in broad, relative terms (e.g., “How often do other kids hit you—
a lot, sometimes, or not much?”). These subjectively interpreted gradations
are then used to discriminate among children who are “frequently” versus
“infrequently” exposed to peer victimization. That is, victim status is typi-
cally assigned to individuals whose scores imply that they have been fre-
quently exposed to peers’ aggression. In addition, scores from these mea-
sures are often treated as continuous variables and used to determine
whether victimization (i.e., relative differences in frequency) is related to as-
pects of children’s psychosocial adjustment or development.

Thus, much of the evidence that has been assembled on the psycho-
social correlates of peer victimization can be interpreted as support for the
hypothesis that situational factors—in this case, the frequency with which
children are exposed to peer harassment—are determinants of maladjust-
ment during childhood. For example, investigators have linked peer victim-
ization to loneliness, depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, social problems
(e.g., peer rejection, friendlessness), and school maladjustment (Alsaker,
1993; Bjorkqvist et al., 1982; Boulton & Underwood, 1992; Egan & Perry,
1998; Graham & Juvonen, 1998b; Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996a; Olweus,
1993). It is argued that frequent bully—victim interactions in the school
context interfere with children’s ability to successfully adapt in this setting.
For instance, it has been posited that frequent harassment may lead chil-
dren to develop a sense of mistrust toward their peer group at large and
thus become so preoccupied with feelings of social alienation and concerns
for their safety that they have difficulty attending to the demands of school
and eventually develop negative school attitudes (Hoover & Hazler, 1991;
Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996a, 1996b; Slee, 1994).

Such arguments are supported by growing empirical evidence indicat-
ing that frequently victimized children are vulnerable to negative school at-
titudes or sentiments that undermine their adjustment in this context. In
particular, measures of the frequency with which children are harassed at
school have been linked with elevated levels of unhappiness in school as
well as a desire to avoid that context (Boulton & Underwood, 1992;
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Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996a, 1996b; Slee, 1994). Similarly, Reid (1989)
contends that the mental anguish that frequently victimized children suffer
at school makes it tempting to avoid that environment. Consistent with his
contention, Reid found that 15% of persistent absentees named bullying as
the main reason that they began to skip school. Slee (1994) also found that
10% of children in Australian samples stayed away from school to avoid
bullying; 29% had considered doing so. Thus, there appears to be support
for researchers’ concerns that frequent peer victimization is a stressor that
constrains children’s ability to adapt to educational environments (Kochenderfer-
Ladd, 1999). However, it remains unclear how frequent children’s exposure
to peer harassment has to be before the seeds of maladjustment begin to
take root.

Reconsidering Frequency as a Construct

It is possible that certain methodological and conceptual problems have
limited our understanding of frequency as a situational feature of children’s
victimization experiences and its potential impact as a stressor on various
forms of dysfunction. One issue that deserves further attention is the way
we have chosen to define and measure frequency as a situational construct.
First, with a few notable exceptions (see Patterson, Littman, & Bricker,
1967), researchers have not tended to gather precise information about fre-
quency, such as actual occurrences per unit of time (e.g., rate data), or esti-
mates of frequency within specified temporal intervals (however, some
investigators have provided children with general boundaries or time inter-
vals for judgments about how often they have been victimized; see Boulton
& Underwood, 1992). Methodologies that could provide more precise esti-
mates of frequencies or rates (e.g., naturalistic observation—see Patterson,
Littman, & Bricker, 1967) tend to be expensive and time-consuming.
Moreover, efforts to employ such methods suggest that in common peer
contexts such as classrooms and playgrounds, harassment is a low-
frequency event that may be difficult to detect (see Kochenderfer & Ladd,
1997).

A second consideration is that we have very little descriptive, norma-
tive, and context-sensitive data from which to estimate how often particu-
lar forms of harassment occur. Without such information, we lack an em-
pirical basis for judging whether reports of specific occurrences tend to be
above or below the norm (i.e., frequent enough to consider extreme or se-
vere). The absence of this information also makes it difficult to estimate the
extent to which the “norm” of harassment remains comparable or varies
substantially across studies and by demographic and developmental strata
(e.g., gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, age, etc.).

Third, and perhaps most pertinent to the aims of this chapter, we have
little understanding of how the frequency of victimization is associated
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with the development of adjustment problems in children. How many ha-
rassment experiences can children tolerate before they begin to suffer psy-
chological difficulties? At what point does victimization become so fre-
quent as to impair children’s interpersonal functioning? Put another way,
there has been little attempt to systematically compare differences in the
frequency of harassment (e.g., differential rates) as a means of determining
whether there are specific thresholds that tend to covary with (or trigger)
specific consequences for children, such as psychological distress or dys-
function.

Realistically, researchers in this discipline lack a strong impetus to pur-
sue these objectives because there has been little theory to inform and guide
such work. Yet such efforts seem warranted, given that there is mounting
evidence to suggest that the frequency with which children suffer harass-
ment has an important bearing on their adjustment. On the one hand,
when greater precision in measurement is achieved, we may find that the
frequency of harassment is linearly related to the emergence and persistence
of adjustment problems in children, including many known correlates such
as anxiety, fearfulness, and low self-esteem. On the other hand, consistent
with the illustrations presented at the beginning of this chapter, we may
find that the frequency of victimization is a better predictor of adjustment
problems for some children than for others. If evidence supports the latter
premise, how might such findings be explained? In particular, what mecha-
nisms may be responsible for such findings?

Are Frequency ‘Effects” Moderated by Child Factors?

We might infer from models that have been used to guide research on
stress, support, and coping that constructs such as the frequency of victim-
ization (which can be construed as a stressor) should be considered in rela-
tion to the internal psychological characteristics of the child. In particular,
such factors may alter the effects of stressors, such as the frequency of ha-
rassment, on adjustment outcomes in children. For instance, it is reasonable
to speculate that frequent exposures to peer harassment may place some
children at greater risk for dysfunction than others, because children differ
in they way they (1) construe such events (e.g., draw inferences about likely
causes; see Graham & Juvonen, 1998b), (2) respond to aggressors, or (3)
manage, cope, or compensate for the feelings they experience during or af-
ter harassment. Put in more general terms, the effects of frequency on chil-
dren’s adjustment may be moderated by a number of child factors or char-
acteristics, few of which have been incorporated into models of peer abuse
or violence or included in recent empirical investigations.

One way such contingencies might be conceptualized is that the fre-
quency with which children experience peer harassment may place differen-
tial demands on their psychological resources. For example, such demands
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may interact with differences in children’s coping abilities. For some chil-
dren, the demands of frequent harassment may be met with limited or dys-
functional coping resources that, in turn, fail to buffer them from malad-
justment. Other children, however, may respond to similar levels of
harassment with more extensive or adaptive forms of coping resources and
thereby reduce the likelihood of impairment or dysfunction. It is also con-
ceivable that similar effect patterns can occur even when children experi-
ence low to moderate levels of harassment. That is, as a rule, occasional ha-
rassment may be less stressful, but its function as a risk factor may again
depend on whether children can draw upon sufficient resources or coping
skills to mitigate its effects. For these reasons, it seems possible that peer
harassment need not be frequent to have an impact on children’s adjust-
ment—even temporary harassment could be sufficient to trigger adjustment
difficulties if it occurs to children who are highly vulnerable or lack the re-
sources needed to compensate for its effects.

At present there is little evidence from research on peer victimization
that would help us identify the types of child characteristics that are most
likely to moderate the effects of stressors such as the frequency of peer ha-
rassment. However, both past findings and newly emerging frameworks of-
fer important clues as to the type of child attributes that deserve further re-
search attention. For organizational purposes, we group these potential
moderating variables into two broad categories: (1) interpretative processes
that include how children construe or interpret the harassment (i.e., was
the victimization benign or harmful? who or what is to blame for the ha-
rassment?) and (2) coping processes, such as behavioral, cognitive, and
emotional responses to the harassment. Thus, in the former view, differ-
ences in children’s attributions (i.e., explanations for why they are ha-
rassed) and appraisals (i.e., is the victimization viewed as serious, threaten-
ing, harmful?) are hypothesized to moderate the effects of frequent peer
victimization on the emergence of adjustment problems. In the latter view,
variation in the use of different coping strategies, such as problem solving
or seeking social support, or in children’s emotional responses, such as get-
ting mad or scared, are suspected of moderating the effects of frequent ha-
rassment on adjustment problems. Of course, we do not mean to imply that
these classes of moderators are mutually exclusive; they may well affect
each other. Because of space limitations, only a single exemplar from each
category is considered here.

Interpretative Processes as Moderators

Graham and Juvonen (1998b; Chapter 2, this volume) have argued that chil-
dren may make different attributions about why they have been targeted for
peer harassment, and these inferences may affect the type of adjustment out-
comes they are likely to experience. In the research conducted by these inves-
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tigators, a distinction was made between behavioral and characterological
self-blame as two forms of attributions that may generate different motiva-
tional and emotional outcomes in children. Characterological self-blame re-
ferred to a child’s tendency to attribute harassment to relatively immutable
characteristics of the self (e.g., a passive nature, inability to fight back)—that
is, causes that are not easily modified (e.g., internal, stable, and uncontrolla-
ble attributes). In contrast, behavioral self-blame was defined as a child’s ten-
dency to attribute harassment to internal, unstable, and controllable factors,
such as his or her own behavior in the peer situation (e.g., being in the wrong
place at the wrong time). Findings from this investigation showed that chil-
dren who were prone to characterological self-blame were more likely to have
internalizing difficulties, such as loneliness and anxiety.

However, it is not clear whether some children have preexisting
attributional styles that cause them to blame themselves when they encounter
harassment or whether harassment causes some children to develop self-
defeating attributional styles. Failure to control harassment may have an im-
pact on how children interpret their own competencies and, subsequently,
how they interpret their failures in contexts where abuse occurs. For example,
investigators have found that victimized children tend to be more depressed,
anxious, and insecure and to report lower self-esteem than nonvictimized
peers (Alsaker, 1993; Bjorkqvist, Ekman, & Lagerspetz, 1982; Lagerspetz,
Bjorkqvist, Berts, & King, 1982; Olweus, 1993). These findings could be in-
terpreted as evidence that frequent peer abuse sends a message to children
that they are responsible for their maltreatment because they are not able (i.e.,
too weak, too ineffectual, etc.) to stop peers from abusing them. This may
lead them to believe that they are to blame for their inability to stop peers
from harassing them, and increase their risk for depression and low self-
esteem (cf. characterological self-blame, Graham & Juvonen, 1998a).

Unfortunately, no investigator has yet attempted to examine the hy-
pothesis that the relation between victimization frequency and internalizing
problems is moderated by children’s propensity to blame themselves for the
harassment they experienced (i.e., attribute their harassment to character-
ological self-blame). Thus, although Graham and Juvonen’s findings sug-
gest that both the frequency of harassment and characterological self-blame
are additively related to internalizing problems, the issue of whether chil-
dren’s attributional styles increase or decrease the risk associated with dif-
fering levels of peer harassment awaits further investigation.

Coping Processes as Moderators

How children cope with peer harassment may also moderate the effects of
peer harassment on their well-being. Here, we use the term coping to refer
to children’s preferred response patterns (cognitive, emotional, behavioral)
for dealing with harassment, either as it is occurring or after they have been
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victimized. Although there is little empirical support for this hypothesis,
findings from two recent studies suggest that the link between peer harass-
ment and children’s adjustment may depend on how they cope with this ex-
perience.

According to the stress and coping paradigm (Causey & Dubow,
1992; Lazarus, 1984), coping strategies can be grouped into two basic
types, approach and avoidance. Approach strategies tend to be construed
as attempts to alter the stressful situation, such as when children seek so-
cial support or assistance to stop their harassment. In comparison, avoid-
ance strategies are viewed as attempts to manage cognitive or emotional
reactions to stressors, such as telling oneself that the victimization is no
big deal or refusing to think about the harassing incident after it hap-
pens. In general, approach strategies tend to be associated with fewer ad-
justment problems (see Causey & Dubow, 1992) than avoidance strate-
gies; however, neither strategy is inherently the most adaptive—that is,
both approach and avoidance strategies can be either beneficial or harm-
ful, depending on the nature of the stressful event. For example, if the
stressful situation can be altered, approach strategies that result in the
stressor being removed would most likely be associated with fewer ad-
justment difficulties; yet unsuccessful attempts to alter the situation may
result in increased maladjustment. Similarly, avoidance strategies (e.g., de-
nying, not thinking about it, and so forth) may help one feel better in the
short-term; however, if no action is taken to change the stressful situa-
tion, such strategies may eventually lead to maladaptive outcomes. Draw-
ing upon this paradigm, it seems reasonable to suspect that the strategies
children employ to cope with frequent peer harassment would serve as
moderators of subsequent maladjustment.

Although we are presently unaware of published data that directly
tests the hypothesis that coping strategies moderate the effects of peer ha-
rassment on children’s adjustment, data from our ongoing longitudinal
project provides clues regarding promising future directions. For example,
in a study conducted by Kochenderfer and Ladd (1997), data were col-
lected on the extent to which kindergarten children had been aggressed
upon by peers and how they tended to respond to such encounters. The
findings indicated that children differed in the way they responded to peer
aggression and that certain approach strategies (e.g., “having a friend help”
and “fighting back”) altered the probability that they would be victimized
again in the future. In particular, boys who reported seeking help from a
friend were less likely to suffer further victimization than those who re-
sponded to such episodes by fighting back. Although these results do not
suggest that differential responses to aggression altered children’s risk for
adjustment difficulties, they are consistent with the view that children’s
coping strategies may, to some extent, have an effect on the frequency with
which they are victimized. In turn, it seems likely that reduced frequency of
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peer harassment would be associated with better adjustment outcomes than
continued high frequency of victimization.

A study conducted by Skinner and Kochenderfer-Ladd (2000) ad-
dressed the moderator hypothesis directly. Specifically, fifth-graders re-
sponded to a loneliness scale, reported the frequency with which they had
been harassed by peers, and completed a peer-relations version of the Self-
Report Coping Scale (Causey & Dubow, 1992)—an instrument designed to
measure children’s reliance on approach (i.e., seeking social support) and
avoidance (i.e., internalizing) coping strategies. Results showed that chil-
dren who were frequently victimized reported higher levels of loneliness
than those who were less often victimized. However, this main effect was
qualified by two significant interactions. Specifically, the analyses used to
dismantle these interactions showed that (a) frequently victimized children
who tended to cope by internalizing (i.e., worry, feel sorry for themselves,
etc.) reported higher levels of loneliness than victims who did not rely on
this form of avoidance coping and (b) frequently victimized children who
tended to cope by seeking social support were significantly less lonely than
counterparts who refrained from using this coping style.

Summary

Together, these findings illustrate the importance of considering not only
situational determinants such as the frequency with which children are ha-
rassed, but also child factors that may moderate the potential impact of
such stressors. Such an approach is consistent with the importance placed
on the child by environment paradigms within disciplines such as preven-
tion science (e.g., Coie et al., 1993) and developmental psychopathology
(e.g., Rutter, 1996), as well as the growing body of evidence indicating that
child characteristics may buffer or exacerbate the effects of stressors on
children’s adjustment.

In sum, there is substantial empirical evidence to suggest that frequent
peer harassment is predictive of various forms of child maladjustment, yet a
number of important questions remain unanswered. For example, it is gen-
erally agreed that children who are frequently harassed are at risk for ad-
justment problems; however, little is known about what constitutes “fre-
quent” harassment or how often harassment must actually occur before
children begin to show signs of distress and maladaptive outcomes.

In addition, a finer distinction has to be made between “frequent” and
“chronic” harassment. In particular, an underlying assumption appears to
be that frequent peer victimization is synonymous with stable, or chronic,
harassment. However, although it has been argued that peer victimization
is a stable experience, especially among the most frequently victimized chil-
dren (Boulton & Underwood, 1992; Boulton & Smith, 1994. Perry, Kusel,
& Perry, 1988), the actual chronicity of children’s harassment is not typi-
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cally used to identify victims. Thus, questions remain regarding the impor-
tance of stability in the development of adjustment problems beyond the
contribution of frequency of peer harassment.

DURATION OF PEER HARASSMENT

Most of what we know about the link between peer harassment and chil-
dren’s adjustment is based on short-term estimates of the frequency of peer
harassment within a limited time frame (e.g., during a week, or a month)
rather than its chronicity (e.g., across grade levels, or years). Consequently,
we have not addressed the question of whether chronic versus acute victim-
ization differentially impacts children’s adjustment. Are the effects of
chronic harassment more severe than brief, or sporadic, harassment, and
are the effects of chronic harassment lasting or cumulative such that they
are likely to persist even after victimization has stopped? These questions,
and others, emphasize the need to understand how the duration of peer ha-
rassment affects long-term adjustment. Empirically, however, we have very
little evidence about the chronicity of peer victimization or its potential ef-
fects on children’s adjustment.

A key impediment for researchers who wish to address this question
is the lack of consensus about how chronicity should be defined, mea-
sured, and investigated as a potential determinant of children’s adjust-
ment. Attempts to measure the stability of victimization have often been
confounded with the construct of frequency. For example, measures that
are intended to assess the duration of victimization often include items
that are scaled so as to differentiate periods of weeks or months, not
years. Furthermore, the stability of children’s reports of peer victimization
is rarely taken into account when identifying victims or when examining
the correlates of peer victimization (for exception, see Olweus, 1992). As
an illustration, Boulton and Smith (1994) assessed peer victimization on
four occasions: October, March, and June of the same year, and October
of the following year, and found stability coefficients ranging from .50
(October to March) to .80 (March to June). They also examined the sta-
bility of children’s peer victimization scores from one grade level to the
next (June to October) and found a coefficient of .15 for girls and .66 for
boys. The investigators interpreted the magnitude of these correlations as
evidence of the stability of victimization as a phenomenon and, because
of this evidence, chose to identify “victims” from scores obtained at one
point in time (rather than across multiple assessment occasions). Unfortu-
nately, because multiple time points were not used to identify chronic vic-
tims (i.e., children who were consistently nominated as victims at each
assessment), the role of stability was not actually examined as a factor in
the emergence of children’s psychological maladjustment. Thus, the im-
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portance of stability as a critical component of children’s peer harassment
experiences was undetermined.

Although stability coefficients of the magnitude reported by Boulton
and Smith (1994) suggest that peer victimization is a stable experience for
many children, it should be noted that the magnitudes of these coefficients
are not sufficiently large, nor estimated over substantially lengthy time peri-
ods, to rule out the possibility that such harassment is a transient or spo-
radic experience for some children. This is illustrated by the fact that the
stability coefficient of .57 obtained for October and June, or roughly across
a single school year, in the Boulton and Smith study reveals that 33% of the
variance in children’s end-of-year victimization scores could be accounted
for from scores obtained at the beginning of the year. Therefore, even
though peer harassment may be significantly stable, it may not be suffi-
ciently chronic to justify the assumption that it is stable for all victimized
children. Moreover, across longer intervals (e.g., several years) it seems
probable that an even smaller proportion of children will be consistently
harassed. Thus, rather than assume that victimization is a stable phenome-
non, it seems prudent to gather further evidence about its duration over
differing temporal intervals and developmental periods, and determine
whether individual differences in continuity (e.g., acute, sporadic, chronic
victimization) are more or less prognostic of children’s adjustment difficul-
ties.

Recent findings obtained by Kochenderfer-Ladd and Wardop (in press)
suggest that during the early school years, chronic victimization occurs but
that, normatively speaking, it may be less common than prior estimates
suggest. Specifically, they followed children from kindergarten through
third grade and found that fewer than 4% of children in their sample were
persistently identified as victims over a 4-year period. Moreover, stability
coefficients calculated for consecutive spring assessments ranged from r =
.27 (from kindergarten to first grade) to r = .41 (from second to third
grade), suggesting that peer harassment may become more stable as chil-
dren approach middle childhood. However, stability coefficients that were
calculated over longer periods of time, such as a span of 2 years or longer,
tended to be much smaller; for example, between kindergarten and third
grade the stability coefficient was only .16 (p < .05). In general, coefficients
of this size suggest that the intervals during which young children are ha-
rassed can be quite variable. Whereas some children appear to be persis-
tently harassed from year to year, others may be harassed sporadically, and
still others may encounter such treatment for a relatively brief or transitory
period.

These findings raise questions about how the temporal patterning of
children’s victimization experiences—that is, differences in timing or
duration—is associated with children’s adjustment. For example, it ap-
pears that many young children experience transitory (acute) rather than
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chronic victimization, yet we know very little about how harassment over
short versus longer intervals affects children’s development. Similarly,
over a period of years some children appear to move in and out of vic-
timization (Kochenderfer, 1998), but we know even less about how ha-
rassment affects children when it is experienced sporadically rather than
briefly or constantly.

Does the Duration of Peer Harassment Affect the Severity
of Maladaptive Outcomes?

Chronic stress models suggest that the duration of stressful life events plays
a crucial role in the timing of the emergence of maladjustment (Dohren-
wend & Dohrenwend, 1981; Johnson, 1988; Lin & Ensle, 1989). Based on
Dohrenwend and Dohrenwend’s (1981) chronic stress models, it can be
argued that children who are targeted persistently for peer harassment are
at greater risk for maladjustment than those whose experience with this
stressor is brief or of limited duration. A key premise here is that the debili-
tating effects of stressors such as harassment are cumulative and can build
over time to a point at which they overcome the child’s resources or coping
mechanisms. Once this threshold is exceeded, the stressor’s effects may be
amplified and, in turn, accelerate the development of maladjustment. From
this theoretical perspective, children who experience relatively transitory
periods of harassment would not be expected to develop long-term adjust-
ment problems because the pain or discomfort of such exposures would
tend to be insufficiently large to overwhelm the child’s support systems. In
contrast, children who are chronically victimized would be expected to fol-
low less favorable trajectories not only because of the greater debilitation
caused by prolonged stress exposure, but also because such long-term diffi-
culties may erode or render ineffective many of the child’s resources, sup-
ports, or coping mechanisms. For example, children may be able to main-
tain their sense of self-esteem after a brief bout of harassment by blaming a
particular aggressor or faulting other “external” features of the situation.
However, when harassment persists from grade to grade—across many dif-
ferent peer groups and social situations—it may become increasingly diffi-
cult for children to reject the view that they are somehow to blame for their
own mistreatment.

Our own research offers some support for the contention that chronic
victimization is associated with escalating patterns of maladjustment. For
example, Kochenderfer and Ladd (1996a) found that children who were
persistently victimized during their kindergarten year not only were lonelier
than nonvictimized peers at each point in time, but also evidenced signifi-
cant increases in loneliness over a 4-month period.

In another study, conducted over a much longer period of time,
Kochenderfer-Ladd and Wardrop (in press) examined the effect of differing
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lengths of duration of harassment on children’s loneliness. Specifically, they
classified children as either victims (i.e., victimization z-scores > or = .50) or
nonvictims (z-scores < .50) at each of four points in time (spring of kinder-
garten, first, second, and third grade). Children were then classified into
one of 16 mutually exclusive groups based on their victimization status
(i.e., classification) at each grade. Four of the 16 groups allowed an exami-
nation of the associations between different durations (1, 2, 3, or 4 points)
of peer victimization and children’s adjustment: (1) group NNNY (N = no,
not a victim; Y = yes, victim; one letter assigned to each grade level: K123)
consisted of 24 children who were not identified as victims until third
grade; (2) group NNYY included 14 children who were victimized in both
second and third grade; (3) group NYYY included 13 children who were
not victimized in kindergarten, but were harassed from first to third grade;
and (4), group YYYY consisted of 15 children who were victimized at all
four assessments. Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM) was used to test
whether children’s adjustment trajectories could be predicted by peer vic-
timization. Specifically, estimated intercept (i.e., kindergarten) and slope
(i.e., linear and quadratic change) variances were predicted by group mem-
bership.

A significant intercept difference revealed that children in group
YYYY (persistently victimized) tended to be significantly lonelier in kinder-
garten than is typical of that age group (i.e., the mean intercept). This dif-
ference is consistent with their early victimization experiences and may re-
flect an inability to adjust to new peers and surroundings. For instance, it is
possible that these children had difficulty making friends or becoming ac-
cepted by their classmates as they entered kindergarten, thus leaving them
vulnerable to peer victimization early in their first year of school. There is
clearly a need to understand the antecedents of this particular group’s ha-
rassment, as these children not only remained victimized but also continued
to report high levels of loneliness (e.g., nonsignificant slope estimate indi-
cated no change in loneliness over time).

Also consistent with their peer victimization experiences, children in
the NNNY, NNYY, and NYYY groups were no more lonely than their
peers in kindergarten, but evidenced increasing levels of loneliness across
time (see Figure 1.1). Moreover, planned comparisons of group means in
third grade revealed that groups NYYY (victimized in first, second, and
third grades) and NNYY (victimized in second and third grades) were no
longer statistically distinguishable from children in group YYYY [#(273) =
1.55 and 1.33, respectively, p > .10]. In comparison, children who were
emerging as victims for the first time in third grade (NNNY), although be-
coming increasingly more lonely, were still less lonely than those in group
YYYY [#273) = 2.62, p < .01]. In general, the findings suggested that the
longer children were victimized, the more likely it was that their adjustment
difficulties would be maintained or increase in magnitude.
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FIGURE 1.1. Children’s loneliness trajectories as a function of change in peer
harassment status from nonvictim to victim. Mean trajectory illustrates the average
loneliness for all children in the sample (z = 388). Group YYYY includes children
who were persistently harassed from kindergarten through third grade (n = 15).
Group NNNY consists of children who were not harassed until third grade (n =
24). Children in group NNYY were not harassed until second and third grade (n =
14). Group NYYY were harassed from first to third grade (7 = 13).

Does the Duration of Peer Harassment Affect the Duration
of Adjustment Difficulties?

Unfortunately, we still do not know much about what happens to chronic
(i.e., over several years) victims’ maladjustment once they are no longer ha-
rassed. However, there is some evidence to suggest that severe peer victim-
ization may have deleterious effects on children’s well-being long after they
have left the abusive context. For example, Olweus (1992) followed a
group of boys who had been chronically bullied from sixth to ninth grade
into adulthood (23 years of age at follow-up). He found that although the
boys were no longer harassed as young adults, they still evidenced levels of
depressive symptoms and lower self-esteem that could be linked to their
victimization in school 7 to 10 years earlier.

Similarly, evidence from the Kochenderfer-Ladd and Wardrop (in
press) study seems to suggest that adjustment problems do not simply abate
once victimization has ceased. Specifically, three groups in their study al-
lowed an examination of changes in adjustment for children moving out of
victimization status: (1) those victimized only in kindergarten (YNNN; 7 =
28), (2) those who were victimized in kindergarten and first grade, but not
in second or third (YYNN; 7 = 21), and (3) children who were victimized
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from kindergarten to second grade, but no longer in third (YYYN; 7z = 11).
As expected, results indicated that all three groups were significantly more
lonely than their classmates in kindergarten. However, whereas loneliness
scores for children in the YNNN group were indistinguishable from their
nonvictimized classmates by third grade, loneliness levels for children in
groups YYNN and YYYN were still significantly higher than their third-
grade classmates (see Figure 1.2). In other words, children who were vic-
timized over a 2- to 3-year period continued to report elevated loneliness 1
to 2 years after their peer harassment had ceased (or was reduced to a level
at which they were no longer classifiable as victims). Such findings empha-
size the need to study the possible effects of varying durations of peer vic-
timization on both short- and long-term adjustment difficulties. Moreover,
follow-up studies should be undertaken to determine whether, and when,
children return to normal levels of psychological functioning following ex-
tended periods of peer harassment.
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FIGURE 1.2. Children’s loneliness trajectories as a function of change in peer harass-
ment status from victim to nonvictim. Mean trajectory illustrates the average loneli-
ness for all children in the sample (7 = 388). Group YYYY includes children who
were persistently harassed from kindergarten through third grade (7 = 15). Group
YYYN consists of children who were harassed from kindergarten to second grade,
but were no longer victimized in third grade (7 = 11). Children in group YYNN were
victimized in kindergarten and first grade, but not in second and third grade (7 = 21).
Children in group YNNN were harassed only in kindergarten (7 = 28).
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Does the Duration of Peer Harassment Affect the Type
of Maladjustment Manifested?

Results from our own studies suggest that peer harassment that lasts for
shorter or longer durations may not have the same effects on different di-
mensions of children’s adjustment. For instance, there are some data to sug-
gest that loneliness may emerge at the onset of peer victimization, whereas
negative school attitudes (Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996a) or social dissatis-
faction (Kochenderfer-Ladd & Wardrop, in press) may not develop unless
peer victimization persists.

It is possible that peer victimization may have differential effects on
loneliness and social dissatisfaction because these two constructs tap differ-
ent aspects of children’s social experiences. For example, loneliness reflects
children’s internal affective states—or feelings of emotional attachment or
connectedness with other children. In contrast, social satisfaction, as typi-
cally measured, can be viewed as reflecting external resources, such as the
physical presence of another child for companionship. Thus, it is possible
that loneliness emerges earlier than social dissatisfaction because peer vic-
timization alienates children emotionally before it does so socially. It may
be argued that peer harassment prevents children from being able to form
affective ties with peers in the short term (hence, manifestation of loneli-
ness) that are needed to maintain validating and supportive friendships
over the long-term (hence, development of social dissatisfaction). In other
words, the initial peer victimization experiences may be sufficient to trigger
loneliness; however, if their harassment continues, children may begin to
doubt whether their peers can, or are willing to, help, and perhaps come to
believe that they must not be well liked by the peer group at large (see, for
instance, Boivin & Hymel, 1997). In turn, feelings of discontent with their
social situation would most likely emerge.

In brief, the duration of children’s exposure to peer harassment ap-
pears to be associated not only with the timing of the emergence of malad-
justed outcomes, but possibly with the types of adjustment difficulties chil-
dren suffer as well. That is, there is evidence to suggest that different forms
of adjustment difficulties surface after different durations of peer harassment
(Kochenderfer-Ladd & Wardrop, in press). Further follow-up is needed to
see how children’s peer harassment experiences may affect their adjustment
in multiple domains, such as social, academic, and other aspects of psycho-
logical well-being (e.g., anxiety, depression, self-esteem).

Summary

If the goal is to understand the long-term consequences of enduring peer
harassment or to examine the emergence of maladjustment associated with
chronic victimization, then there is sufficient evidence to propose that in-
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vestigators should identify victims who are indeed chronically abused. It is
likely that identifying victims based on one point in time and then examin-
ing the adjustment outcomes of those children in later grades may underes-
timate the effect of peer victimization, because many of the early victims
may no longer be harassed at follow-up.

Moreover, by taking advantage of the variability in children’s harass-
ment, investigators can explore factors that may account for instability in
children’s victimization experiences. It is hoped that by understanding why
peer victimization is chronic for some children, but temporary for others,
clues will be obtained to illuminate how some children apparently reduce
their harassment. For example, as described earlier, Kochenderfer and Ladd
(1997) found that, for boys, having a friend help them was associated with
declines in the frequency of peer victimization. In contrast, fighting back
emerged as a risk factor for continued peer victimization. Of course, there
are numerous changes that occur throughout children’s school years that
may alter their risk for peer harassment. For one, children physically ma-
ture at different rates (e.g., early/late maturing). Children also experience
numerous classroom or peer group changes. For example, changes in class-
rooms may result in more or fewer interactions with bullies because of
varying teacher attitudes (e.g., tolerance toward bullying). Similarly, move-
ment into, or out of, classrooms where the bullies are assigned may alter
children’s risk for peer harassment. Children also change their group mem-
berships; for instance, they may join sports teams, bands, cheerleading
squads, or other clubs or cliques. Entry into new peer groups may conceiv-
ably buffer children from victimization, but it could also place them in
greater contact with aggressive peers. Consistent with the move to examine
peer harassment in its social context, we suggest that it may be important
to consider the possibility that peer harassment, its social context, and
psychosocial adjustment are all dynamic phenomena and that change in
any one may alter the trajectory of the others.

TYPE OF PEER HARASSMENT

A third aspect of children’s peer harassment experiences that may account
for differences in the emergence (or nonemergence) of adjustment difficul-
ties is the form in which the victimization is manifested. That is, children
may differ in the degree to which peer victimization affects them psycho-
logically, socially, or academically because of differences in the type of ha-
rassment they experience. For instance, it may be that not all forms of ha-
rassment are equally detrimental to children’s psychoemotional and school
adjustment—nor are all types of victimization necessarily associated with
the same adjustment difficulties. Unfortunately, these possibilities are rarely
considered in delineating the adjustment correlates of peer victimization.
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Instead, it is more common for investigators to rely on a single broad defi-
nition of bullying (Hoover, Oliver, & Hazler, 1992; Olweus, 1991) or com-
posite scores consisting of several types of victimizing experiences (Boulton
& Smith, 1994; Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996a; Perry, Kusel, & Perry, 1988)
to identify victimized children. The implicit assumption underlying this
strategy is that in order to be considered a “victim,” and thus vulnerable to
adjustment problems, children must be targeted for multiple, as opposed to
singular, forms of peer harassment. However, this may not always be the
case. In this section, we discuss preliminary findings that suggest that the
best strategy for identifying victimized children (i.e., using a single form of
peer victimization versus a composite of multiple forms) may depend on
the type of maladjustment being investigated.

Because of the inherent nature of different forms of peer aggression, it
is reasonable to suspect that the types of adjustment problems children de-
velop may depend on the form of harassment they experience. It is likely
that distinct forms of harassment send different messages to victims, which
in turn influence the type of maladjustment they develop. For example,
physical bullying (i.e., being hit, kicked, pushed, and so forth) may commu-
nicate to victims that they are weak and therefore vulnerable to the attacks
of stronger, bigger, or older children. Such children may feel unable to pro-
tect themselves, become fearful of peers, and come to perceive school as an
unpredictable and unsafe environment. This may lead to feelings of fear
(dread) and anxiety about attending school and, therefore, desires to avoid
that context. However, physical victimization alone may still allow children
to make external attributions for their victimization (i.e., school is danger-
ous, or some kids are mean) that may buffer them from internalizing prob-
lems, such as low self-esteem.

In contrast, verbal abuse may send different messages to children re-
garding the reason for their harassment. The content of direct verbal mes-
sages may cause children to internalize aspects of the attributed negative
personal characteristic(s). For example, being called stupid, awkward, or
ugly may pave the way for children’s eventual endorsement of self-blaming
attributions for the cause of their victimization, leading, in turn, to low self-
esteem, perceived incompetence, and depression (cf. Graham & Juvonen,
1998a). However, if the verbal messages are limited to a specific domain
(e.g., physical characteristics vs. intellectual ones), children may nonethe-
less feel self-effacious in other areas. For example, taunts from peers about
physical or sports-related skills may make children feel clumsy and uncoor-
dinated, yet still allow them to view themselves as capable of achieving in
other domains. In other words, children who are teased for their lack of
athletic abilities may not evidence low self-esteem unless they define them-
selves, or their self-worth, by the extent to which they are athletically
skilled and successful.

However, it can also be argued that, regardless of the form it takes,
peer harassment sends victimized children strong signals that they are not
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well liked, they are not worthy of better treatment, and that school is a
threatening place in which they are unable to protect themselves or to con-
trol the events that happen there. This alternative view suggests that differ-
ent forms of peer harassment tap a common experience of negative treat-
ment by peers that, in turn, would make fairly equal and overlapping
contributions to the development of maladjustment.

An objective of our earlier work was to test these competing hypothe-
ses. In particular, we were interested in determining whether different forms
of peer victimization made unique or redundant contributions to predic-
tions of specific outcomes (Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996b). Toward this
aim, we asked children to report how frequently they were targeted for
each of four types of peer harassment: (1) physical, including being hit,
kicked, and so forth, (2) direct verbal, such as being called names or threat-
ened, (3) indirect verbal, in which children believe they are being talked
about behind their backs, and (4) general harassment, such as being
“picked on,” which was intended to tap less easily classifiable forms of bul-
lying. We then compared the types of peer victimization in terms of their
ability to predict children’s loneliness, the extent to which they like school,
their desire to avoid school, and their level of engagement in classroom ac-
tivities.

In general, findings indicated that these four forms of peer victimiza-
tion made both independent and differential contributions to predictions of
children’s psychosocial and school adjustment. For example, general, direct
verbal (but not indirect), and physical victimization each accounted for
unique variation in children’s loneliness and school avoidance. In compari-
son, only verbal forms of peer harassment were correlated negatively with
liking school and with classroom engagement—with both direct and indi-
rect forms emerging as unique predictors. These findings suggest that al-
though different forms of peer victimization may make additive contribu-
tions to predictions of some types of psychosocial dysfunction, clearly not
all forms of harassment are affecting children in the same way.

On one hand, it may be argued from these findings that investigators
who are concerned with specific adjustment outcomes, such as school atti-
tudes and classroom engagement, may want to focus on children whose ha-
rassment experiences are more directly linked to those domains. For exam-
ple, it seems quite possible that, unlike physical or general victimization,
verbal victimization may serve a unique function of transmitting messages
to the victims about themselves. In turn, children may begin to believe what
is said about them—whether it is true or not. Thus, it may prove fruitful for
researchers to examine specific messages that victimized children receive
about themselves and how those messages may affect the development of
self-esteem, or self-concept, in corresponding domains. For instance, it
seems plausible that if children are ridiculed for being clumsy, they will
tend to avoid, or be aversive to, participating in physical activities, games,
or sports. Similarly, if children are told they are stupid, or scholastically in-
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competent, it is reasonable to suspect that they will not embrace academic
tasks. Thus, investigators may want to consider identifying children whose
type of victimization experiences place them at risk for a particular adjust-
ment problem.

On the other hand, multiple forms (e.g., physical, direct verbal, and
general) of peer harassment emerged as unique predictors of children’s
loneliness and school avoidance tendencies—that is, different types of ha-
rassment made additive contributions to the predictions of children’s
psychoemotional adjustment. Thus, it may be the case that exposure to
multiple forms of peer victimization has a cumulative effect on children’s
adjustment, so that children who experience several forms of peer harass-
ment may be at greater risk for more severe maladjustment than those
whose experiences are limited to one form. Hence, there is evidence to sug-
gest that it may be more appropriate to identify victims on the basis of a
composite score consisting of several types of victimization rather than re-
lying on a single form of harassment, especially if the goal is to identify
children who are at greatest risk for maladjustment.

In sum, preliminary findings suggest that the forms of peer harassment
have differential effects on children’s adjustment in that they make additive
contributions to the predictions of maladjustment. However, a great deal
remains to be learned about the nature of children’s peer victimization (e.g.,
forms, processes, precipitating conditions) and its consequences for young
children’s adjustment and development.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

The point of departure for this chapter was an observation stemming from
evidence gathered by Hoover et al. (1992). These investigators noted that
although many children had been exposed to some form of peer harass-
ment during childhood, the vast majority did not believe that such experi-
ences had severely altered their social, emotional, or academic adjustment.
However, it was also the case that some of the children sampled did believe
that being harassed by peers had negatively affected one or more aspects of
their development. Such variability in “outcomes” is not yet well under-
stood, and these findings pose a challenging question for the scientific com-
munity: What might explain why harassment can have fairly serious effects
on some children (by their own admission) but not others?

The aim of this chapter was to explore potential mechanisms that may
account for these disparate findings. That is, it was of interest to theoreti-
cally expand our conceptions of the pathways that may exist between peer
harassment (a potential cause of maladjustment) and the development of
psychological dysfunction in children (the potential effects of peer harass-
ment). In particular, we began with the premise that if researchers wish to
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understand how victimization affects child outcomes, then it may be benefi-
cial for them to further analyze the features and forms of harassment (i.e.,
victimization processes) that may have a bearing on children’s adjustment
outcomes. From an assessment perspective, this aim may be paraphrased as
“devoting greater attention to the history, form, or content of the child’s
victimization experiences, as well as the resources that children possess for
dealing with such experiences.”

Toward this end, we posited that situational factors, such as the fre-
quency, duration, and/or the form of harassment that children receive from
peers may account for some of the variation that has been observed in in-
vestigated adjustment outcomes. The following primary hypotheses were
advanced: (1) Harassment that is more, rather than less, frequent (e.g.,
higher rates per unit of time) is likely to be experienced by children as more
“intense” or stressful and, therefore, have greater potential to induce dys-
function; (2) harassment that occurs for longer, as opposed to shorter, dura-
tions functions as a chronic stressor and may produce more serious forms
of maladjustment (e.g., lasting, cumulative forms of dysfunction); (3) the
effects of harassment frequency or duration (situation components) may be
moderated by child factors such as the quality of children’s internal or ex-
ternal resources or coping skills (although if long-term harassment is expe-
rienced as a chronic stressor, it may debilitate the quality or effectiveness of
children’s coping resources over time); and (4) the form or specificity of ha-
rassment that children experience may determine the severity of its effects
on their adjustment and the domains in which dysfunction is most likely to
develop.

Beyond these postulated main effects of frequency, duration, and type
of harassment, there remain possible interactions or contingencies that
should be considered. For example, the frequency of peer harassment expe-
riences may interact with type or duration in ways that alter the effects on
children’s adjustment. Thus, it may be the case that frequent harassment
has less effect on children’s adjustment when it routinely takes only one
form (e.g., only physical or only verbal) than when it involves multiple
forms (e.g., both physical and verbal). Likewise, harassment that persists
over a long period of time but occurs only occasionally may have less seri-
ous consequences than abuse that is both frequent and chronic. Other pos-
sibilities range from harassment that is frequent, severe in form, and also
chronic (predicted to have relatively substantial negative effects on adjust-
ment) to harassment that is infrequent, not severe in form, and also not
chronic (predicted to have relatively small, or insubstantial, effects on chil-
dren’s adjustment). Of course, further research is needed to test whether
such interactions are credible.

Similarly, we postulated that specific child characteristics, such as chil-
dren’s interpretations of their victimization experiences, as well as the degree
to which they possess and are able to draw upon adaptive socioemotional re-
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sources (e.g., friends) and coping skills (e.g., approach versus avoidance strat-
egies), may interface with situational factors, such as the frequency and dura-
tion of peer harassment, to moderate the effects on child outcomes. For
example, it is conceivable that frequent and severe harassment that is none-
theless met with highly adaptive coping strategies (e.g., successful in reducing
future victimization experiences) may be associated with relatively inconse-
quential adjustment difficulties. In comparison, even infrequent, less severe
forms of peer victimization may place children at risk for significant adjust-
ment difficulties if they lack sufficient resources or coping skills. These possi-
ble scenarios illuminate the need to consider multiple aspects of children’s ha-
rassment experiences and to examine how these situational factors may
interact with children’s construal of such events, as well as their individual
coping resources and strategies, in ways that either intensify or minimize the
likelihood of psychological dysfunction.
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2

An Attributional Approach
to Peer Victimization

SANDRA GRAHAM and JAANA JUVONEN

As T watch Connor’s red head bob down the hallway, I
suddenly remember someone I haven’t thought about in
years—Mick, a boy I had gone to school with who used to get
unmercifully teased. I was a fringe member of a popular clique
and allowed to sit at their lunch table, and for a stretch of
time one spring, they basically tormented Mick—another boy
at the table, a friend, one of their own—every day at lunch.
Mick was a low-key kind of guy, actually a nice kid, very
sensitive, and he had very red, wiry hair. That was enough to
make him a target. The leaders of this pack made it a point to
give him a new derogatory nickname each day—“Brillo” and
“Helmet” were two—making fun of his hair, of course. They
all thought it was hilarious. Sometimes they’d start to chant—
“Don’t let Mick eat”—and it was like a rallying cry. They
would blow snot on his sandwich or simply steal his food.
One day they stole a bee from the biology lab and put it in his
tuna sandwich. I didn’t join in the teasing, but looking back
on it, I can’t believe I just sat there and let it happen around
me.

—KINDLON AND THOMPSON (1999, p. 87)

Peer harassment is such a ubiquitous phenomenon in schools today. We
suspect that many readers of this volume have memories of victimized
classmates no less vivid than the painful recollection of the psychologists
writing about adolescent boys in the preceding passage. We were drawn to
this particular disclosure as much for its implicit themes about peer harass-
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ment as for its explicit images of the phenomenon. We hope to develop two
of these implicit themes in this chapter.

The first theme calls attention to a victim’s possible reactions to the
torments of classmates. As many chapters in this volume document, young-
sters who are repeatedly victimized by peers are at risk for a whole host of
maladaptive outcomes. Thus, as a chronic victim, Mick in the opening quo-
tation might be depressed, anxious, passive, and school avoidant or he may
become angry and combative, not unlike the aggressive victims described
by Schwartz and his colleagues in Chapter 6. On the other hand, not all vic-
tims succumb to the torments of peers, and Mick might display remarkable
resilience in the face of such adversity. In Chapter 1, Ladd and Ladd argue
that multiple trajectories characterize the experience of victimization across
the early school years and that the risk for maladjustment is more complex
than previously thought. This notion of multiple trajectories raises the gen-
eral question of the factors that influence a youngster’s reaction to harass-
ment by others. Why is it that some children suffer depression and anxiety
as a consequence of peer victimization whereas others apparently recover?
That is, what processes might mediate the onset of victimization and subse-
quent adjustment outcomes?

The second theme raised by the plight of Mick pertains to the disclo-
sures at the end of the passage. Although not an active tormenter, the au-
thor admits doing nothing to put a stop to the harassment or to help Mick
in any way. Instances of victimization invite multiple social roles, including
perpetrator, bystander, and defender (Salmivalli, Chapter 17, this volume).
Yet defenders appear to be a conspicuous minority: A robust finding in the
peer harassment literature is that victims are both disliked and rejected by
peers, who are often unwilling to come to their aid (see review in Graham
& Juvonen, 1998b). But why should this be so? That is, what processes me-
diate the onset of victimization experiences and subsequent rejection, dis-
dain, or neglect by peers?

We propose that attributional processes, or inferences about why out-
comes occur, constitute a key mediating mechanism that can account for
diverse reactions of both the targets of harassment and their peers.
Attributional analyses have proven to be exceedingly rich in a theory of
motivation that can partly account for how people think, feel, and act in
multiple life domains, including achievement strivings, affiliation, mental
health, and both prosocial and antisocial behavior (see reviews in Weiner,
1986, 1995). Because peer victimization as a social phenomenon has much
in common with the conditions that elicit causal thinking in these other do-
mains (e.g., personal reactions to failure, interpersonal evaluation of needy
others), we see it as particularly amenable to attributional analyses.

In the following sections we begin with a brief overview of the princi-
ples of attribution theory. Next we turn to our own research, where we
have examined some (but not all) of these principles in our studies of peer
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victimization, First we examine self-ascriptions, or how victims construe
the causes of their plight and how this belief pattern might impact
intrapersonal consequences such as loneliness, anxiety, and passivity. Then
we focus on attributions about others, or what peers think about victims,
and how this belief pattern might influence interpersonal consequences
such as rejection and neglect. Thus, we try to integrate personal motivation
(what we think about ourselves) with social motivation (what others think
about us) within one unifying conceptual framework (see Weiner, 1995). In
so doing, we hope to shed new light on the dynamics of peer victimization.
The chapter concludes with a discussion of theoretical, methodological,
and applied concerns that may serve as guides for future research on peer
victimization from an attributional perspective.

ATTRIBUTION THEORY

Attribution theory is part of what may be more broadly defined as a social-
cognitive approach to human motivation. Social cognition researchers
study the thoughts, perceptions, and interpretations of events that shape
the way people understand their social world (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). How
individuals process social information is thought to be an important deter-
minant of subsequent feelings and behavior. As a particular kind of social
cognition, causal attributions are answers to “why” questions. For exam-
ple, a student who does poorly in school might ask himself, “Why did I fail
the exam?” just as a victimized child is likely to ask herself, “Why was I
ridiculed in front of everybody?”

Individuals make attributions about other people as well as about
themselves. As we write this chapter, for example, more than a year has
passed since the American public was riveted by the events in Columbine,
Colorado, the latest in a series of lethal school shootings that left thirteen
students and one teacher dead. Most of the commentary associated with all
of these heinous events implicitly or explicitly asked why: Were the youth-
ful murderers mentally ill? Had any been the victim of undocumented
abuse? Were guns too readily available? People especially seek answers to
“why” questions about themselves and others following negative, unex-
pected, and unusual outcomes (Wong & Weiner, 1981). Attributional
search is therefore functional because it can help the social perceiver im-
pose order on an uncertain environment.

Causal search can lead to an infinite number of attributions. In the
achievement domain, which has served as the model for the study of causal-
ity in other contexts, the main perceived causes of success and failure are
ability or aptitude, short- or long-term effort, task difficulty or ease, luck,
mood, and help or hindrance from others (see Weiner, 1986). The domi-
nant perceived causes of adolescent delinquency (aggression) tend to be
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such factors as mental instability of the offender, poor parenting, and pov-
erty (Furnham,1988). The most salient perceived causes of poverty, in turn,
are person factors such as laziness, substance abuse, or poor management
skills versus social causes like unemployment, inadequate schooling, and
discrimination (Zucker & Weiner, 1993). Little is known about the per-
ceived causes of peer harassment, but we have some preliminary data on
this topic that are presented later in this chapter.

Causal Dimensions

Because specific attributional content varies considerably between domains
and between individuals, attribution theory has focused on the underlying
properties or dimensions of causes rather than specific causes per se. To illus-
trate what is meant by a dimension, consider the following example from the
physical world. If we give a person a collection of square objects and round
objects of different colors and instruct her to sort them in two piles, most
likely she will place the square objects in one pile and the round objects in an-
other pile. Shape is therefore an underlying property of these objects.

Causal attributions also have underlying properties, but in this case
they are of a psychological rather than physical nature. Three such proper-
ties, labeled causal dimensions, have been identified with some certainty in
attribution theory (Weiner, 1986). These are locus, or whether a cause is in-
ternal or external to the person; stability, which designates a cause as con-
stant or varying over time; and controllability, or whether a cause is subject
to volitional influence. For example, low aptitude as a cause for achieve-
ment failure or a physical handicap as a cause for victimization are typi-
cally perceived as internal to the person, stable over time, and beyond his
or her personal control. This is in contrast to lack of effort as a cause for
achievement failure or “acting obnoxious” as a cause for harassment,
which are also internal causes but more often perceived as unstable and
under the subject’s personal control.

Each causal dimension is linked to particular psychological and behav-
ioral consequences. Some of these consequences are pertinent to a person’s
attributions about him- or herself and individual motivation, whereas other
consequences are more closely related to attributions about others and so-
cial motivation. We turn first to the dimensional consequences of attribu-
tions about the self.

The locus dimension is linked to self-esteem. Success attributed to in-
ternal causes results in higher self-esteem than success attributed to external
causes. Similarly, failures attributed to external causes (e.g., harassment due
to lack of teacher supervision) do not damage a person’s self-esteem as
much as failure attributed to internal causes (e.g., being the target of ha-
rassment because of small stature). Causal stability influences subjective ex-
pectancy about future outcomes. A child who attributes his or her harass-
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ment to a physical disability (stable over time) is more likely to anticipate
being harassed again than one who believes that he or she was merely a
random (unstable) target of peer ridicule. And the controllability dimension
is related to a number of self-directed emotions, such as shame versus guilt.
For example, individuals feel shame when failures are attributed to uncon-
trollable causes such as low aptitude or physical handicaps; loss of control
also leads people to feel helpless and depressed and to display behaviors
such as passivity, escape, and withdrawal (see Skinner, 1995). In contrast,
failure attributions to controllable factors tend to elicit guilt and the desire
to make reparation or alter the situation (Weiner, 1986; also see Tangney,
1995). Guilt, unlike shame, thus has positive motivational significance
from an attributional perspective in that it functions as an instigator rather
than inhibitor of adaptive behavior.

Behavioral versus Characterological Self-Blame

Although most research on the consequences of particular attributions has
been conducted in the achievement domain, self-ascriptions to internal ver-
sus external, stable versus unstable, or controllable versus uncontrollable
causes should have similar motivational consequences in other domains.
Thus, for example, if victimization is attributed to a stable and uncontrolla-
ble cause (e.g., “It’s something about me”) rather than to an unstable and
controllable cause (“It’s something about what I did in this situation”),
then we would predict particularly maladaptive motivational consequences.
The reason is that the victimization episode would be expected to happen
again and the person would believe that he or she lacked control over the
outcome.

Relevant to this analysis, Janoff-Bulman (1979) has made a distinction
between behavioral and characterological self-blame for coping with rape
(another obvious form of victimization). Janoff-Bulman described the two
types of self-blame as follows:

Behavioral self-blame is control related, involves attributions to a modifi-
able source (one’s behavior), and is associated with a belief in the future
avoidability of a negative outcome. Characterological self-blame is esteem
related, involves attributions to a relatively nonmodifiable source (one’s
character), and is associated with a belief in personal deservingness for past
negative outcomes. (Janoff-Bulman, 1979, p. 1978)

In a causal dimension framework, behavioral self-blame is internal, unsta-
ble, and controllable (akin to lack of effort for achievement failure),
whereas characterological self-blame is internal, stable, and uncontrollable
(akin to low aptitude). We have already suggested how these two self-
ascriptions have different psychological consequences. Thus, two motiva-
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tional sequences hypothesized by attribution theorists pertinent to the per-
ceived causes of victimization are as follows:

Negative — Characterological— Perceived causes— Maladaptive responses
outcome self-blame uncontrollable by (e.g., anxiety,
(victimization) self and stable depression)

Negative — Behavioral — Perceived causes— More adaptive responses
outcome self-blame controllable by (e.g., less anxiety and
(victimization) self and unstable  depression)

Consistent with this analysis, a number of researchers have docu-
mented that individuals who make characterological self-attributions for
negative outcomes cope more poorly, feel worse about themselves, and are
more depressed than individuals who make behavioral self-attributions (see
reviews in Anderson, Miller, Riger, Dill, & Sedikides, 1994; Frazier, 1990;
Janoff-Bulman, 1992). The relation between characterological self-blame
for school failure (flunking a test) and social failure (being left out) has also
been documented in early adolescents who displayed more depression
when they attributed these failures to something about their character
(Cole, Peeke, & Ingold, 1996). Such findings are also compatible with re-
search on learned helplessness, where it has been shown that children with
pessimistic explanatory styles (i.e., failure attributions to internal, stable,
and global factors) are more likely to be depressed than their peers with op-
timistic explanatory styles (i.e., internal, unstable, and specific) (Nolen-
Hoksema, Girgus, & Seligman, 1986, 1992).

SELF-BLAME FOR VICTIMIZATION
AND ITS CONSEQUENCES IN MIDDLE SCHOOL

In our own research on peer victimization in middle school, we adopted the
distinction between characterological and behavioral self-blame to examine
the attributions that young adolescents endorse to explain harassment from
their peers (Graham & Juvonen, 1998a). Approximately 400 middle
schoolers from sixth and seventh grades first completed peer nomination
and self-report measures of victimization that were later used to classify re-
spondents into victim groups. All participants were then asked to imagine
that they had experienced two types of victimization at school: being hu-
miliated in the locker room and being physically threatened in the bath-
room. For each scenario, children completed an attributional questionnaire
in which they rated on 5-point scales how much they agreed with 32 state-
ments that captured their causal thoughts, feelings, and behavioral reac-
tions to the victimizing incident. The thoughts included attributions de-
signed to capture characterological and behavioral self-blame as well as
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external attributions pertaining to others. Similarly, the affective and
behavioral items included responses known to be associated with attribu-
tions (e.g., “I would feel mad at the kids who did it”; “I would feel that
there is nothing I can do”). Participants also completed measures of loneli-
ness, anxiety, and self-esteem.

We conducted a factor analysis of the attributional questionnaire that
uncovered six conceptually meaningful factors accounting for 49% of the
variance in children’s ratings. Four of these factors were particularly rele-
vant to our attributional analysis. The first factor contained six items, in-
cluding agreement with such statements as “This sort of thing is more likely
to happen to me than to other kids”; “Why do I always get into these situa-
tions?” and “If I were a cooler kid, this wouldn’t happen to me.” Because
these items connote uncontrollability and temporal stability, we labeled this
factor characterological self-blame. A second factor measured endorsement
of such statements as “I should have been more careful” and “I shouldn’t
have been here.” Because these items connote personal control and tempo-
ral instability, we labeled this factor behavioral self-blame. A third factor,
labeled threat from others, most closely resembled an external attribution
to the behavior of aggressive peers (e.g., “These kinds of kids pick on ev-
erybody”). And a fourth factor, labeled passivity, consisted of such items as
“I would feel helpless” and “I would be quiet.”

Ratings on items comprising the factors were standardized and aver-
aged to create composite scores. Figure 2.1 shows the ratings on the com-
posites for respondents classified as victims and nonvictims, based on a
combination of self- and peer reports (see Graham & Juvonen, 1998a). To
create these victim status groups, respondents who were above the 70th
percentile on both self-ratings and peer nominations of victimization were
classified as victims (7 = 40, or about 10% of the sample). This percentage
is comparable to that in other studies identifying victims using self- or peer
reports (e.g., Perry, Kusel, & Perry, 1988). Nonvictims (7 = 165, or approx-
imately 40% of the sample) were children whose self- and peer nomina-
tions fell below the 50th percentile.

It is evident in Figure 2.1 that victims, as compared with nonvictims,
endorsed significantly more characterological self-blaming attributions in
response to imagined incidents of peer harassment. There were no differ-
ences between these two groups on the theoretically less maladaptive
behavioral self-blame attributions, suggesting that all early adolescents in
this sample to some degree blamed their own behavior when explaining
peer harassment. Victims were also more likely to report feeling threatened
by others and to endorse behavior indicating passivity. Although not dis-
played in Figure 2.1, victims were more socially anxious, lonelier, and
lower in self-esteem than their nonvictimized counterparts. Thus, there was
a cluster of beliefs, feelings, and behavioral intentions, endorsed more by
victims than by nonvictims, that were associated with attributions for fail-
ure that implicate a person’s character.
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FIGURE 2.1. Mean differences in the variables as a function of victim status group.
Variables are computed as standardized scores. CSB, characterological self-blame;
BSB, behavioral self-blame.

We also conducted a path analysis to examine relationships between
victim status, characterological self-blame, and the adjustment variables of
loneliness and anxiety. Here we reasoned that the well-documented linkage
between victimization and maladjustment might be mediated by self-
blaming tendencies, such that:

Victim status —Characterological self-blame —Maladjustment

The results of the path analysis supported this mediational model. That is,
much of the relation between self-reports of being a victim and a loneliness/
anxiety index was explained by characterological self-blaming attributions.
A similar analysis with behavioral self-blame failed to show any effects of
mediation. Thus, the data are consistent with our attributional analysis of
the maladaptive consequences of attributions for victimization to factors
that are internal, stable, and uncontrollable.

OTHER BLAME FOR VICTIMIZATION
AND ITS CONSEQUENCES IN MIDDLE SCHOOL

Let us turn now from how victims think about the reasons for their plight
to the causal construals of their peers. Are young adolescents generally con-
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cerned and supportive of victims, viewing them as not responsible for their
plight? Or are they unsympathetic and neglectful, which would be consis-
tent with the belief that victims bring their misfortunes on themselves?
Again we start with a set of well-documented findings in the victimization
literature that bear upon these questions, and we attempt to explain the
findings using attributional analyses.

One of the most robust empirical facts in victimization research, which
is also addressed in several chapters in this volume, is that youngsters who
are chronically picked on, teased, intimidated, or otherwise harassed are
largely rejected by their peers. We recently reviewed the peer victimization
and aggression literature from a social-cognitive perspective and were
struck by the consistency of the victimization-rejection linkage across a di-
verse set of studies with different measures, subject characteristics, and age
groups (see Graham & Juvonen, 1998b). This relationship contrasted
sharply with that between aggression and rejection, which appears to be
much more dependent on other behavioral characteristics of aggressors as
well as demographic factors such as age, gender, and ethnicity.

Complementing the rejection literature, studies on peer attitudes reveal
that preadolescents express little concern that victimization may cause pain
and suffering for the targets of such behavior (Perry, Willard, & Perry,
1990). In general, early adolescents appear to be unsympathetic toward vic-
tims (e.g., Hoover, Oliver, & Hazler, 1992; Rigby & Slee, 1991) and are re-
luctant to come to their aid (Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, Bjorkqvist, Osterman,
& Kaukiainen, 1996). Salmivalli’s chapter in this volume on participant
roles suggests that at least 70% of students (including bystanders and rein-
forcers) do nothing to stop peer harassment.

Why are there such negative reactions to children who are the targets
of others’ harassment? That is, what processes might mediate the percep-
tion of someone as a victim and subsequent rejection or unwillingness to
help? We propose that attributions about the causes of others’ negative out-
comes and their related social consequences may be a key mediating mech-
anism.

To understand the role of perceived causality in others, we must return
to causal dimensions. The most relevant causal dimension in judgments
about others is causal controllability (Weiner, 1995). According to this
analysis, beliefs about controllability influence behavior toward others
through two mediating influences: inferences about responsibility and the
emotions of pity and anger. To illustrate with research from the domain of
helping behavior: When the cause of someone’s need is perceived as uncon-
trollable, that individual is not held responsible. The absence of responsibil-
ity tends to elicit pity and prosocial actions such as help. Thus, we pity
physically handicapped persons and want to help because they are per-
ceived as not responsible for their plight. In contrast, attributing someone’s
need to controllable factors gives rise to the inference that the person is re-
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sponsible. Perceived personal responsibility for a negative event often elicits
anger, and help tends to be withheld. For example, the able-bodied welfare
recipient who refuses to work tends to elicit anger from taxpayers, who
then wish to curtail public assistance.

Guided by these linkages, two motivational sequences about responsi-
bility in others pertinent to the perception of victimization in others may be
as follows:

Negative — Perceived causes — Person is — Negative reactions
outcome controllable by responsible  (anger, rejection, etc.)
(victimization) other

Negative — Perceived causes — Person is — Positive reactions
outcome uncontrollable by not (e.g., sympathy, acceptance)
(victimization) other responsible

In relevant research based on this analysis it has been documented, for
example, that among children and adults, social stigmas (e.g., obesity vs.
hyperactivity) vary in perceived controllability, with stigmas considered
controllable eliciting dislike and rejection, and uncontrollable stigmas elic-
iting sympathy and willingness to help (Graham & Hoehn, 1995; Juvonen,
1991,1992; Weiner, Perry, & Magnusson, 1988). Research in the domain
of aggression has shown that hostile behavior by aggressive youth is a con-
sequence of blaming others for peer provocation and resultant anger (e.g.,
Graham, Hudley, & Williams, 1992; Graham & Hudley, 1994). Further-
more, teaching aggressive children to perceive peers as not responsible for
ambiguous provocation results in less anger and less hostility toward those
peers (Hudley & Graham, 1993). All of these findings that support
attributional analyses of perceived controllability in others are pertinent to
the study of peer victimization. They suggest that it may be useful to exam-
ine whether peers perceive victims as responsible for their plight, and
whether greater perceived responsibility is related to more negative social
responses such as rejection and neglect.

We have begun to examine the perceived causes of victimization in our
own research with middle school students. In an exploratory analysis, we
asked a subsample of sixth and seventh graders from the Graham and
Juvonen (1998a) study to write down the reasons that some kids “get
picked on a lot.” These open-ended responses were then edited for redun-
dancies and the content was analyzed. About one third of the responses at-
tributed victimization to some characteristic of the aggressors or to the
school environment, as illustrated by such causes as “Some kids think it’s
funny to hurt others” and “This school has a lot of tough kids.” The re-
maining two thirds of the responses pertained to characteristics of the vic-
tims, as depicted in Figure 2.2.
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FIGURE 2.2. Peer perceptions of the causes of victimization by response category.

Most of us may prefer to think of victims as not responsible for their
plight. They are what their label implies—victims of others’ abuse. Yet Fig-
ure 2.2 reveals that only about 25% of the responses of our early adoles-
cent sample attributed the cause of victimization to factors that were un-
controllable by the victim. These causes included such items as the victim
being younger, weaker, or unable to defend him- or herself. In contrast,
more than 50% of the responses endorsed the belief that peers are picked
on because of behavior within their control—that is, they show off, tattle-
tale, or bad-mouth others. The three categories that accounted for the re-
maining 24% of the responses (physical unattractiveness, being different,
and being unpopular or uncool) were more ambiguous with regard to con-
trollability, although we suspect that even these explanations imply more
personal responsibility than nonresponsibility. Interestingly, the study of
peer harassment among Australian adolescent girls by Owens and his col-
leagues (Chapter 9, this volume) reported that female victims were per-
ceived by their peers to bring the wrath of others on themselves. What our
data and the Australian findings therefore suggest is that early adolescents
largely believe that victims are picked on because they deserve it—they en-
gage in annoying or provoking behavior that is within their control.

We have yet to take the next logical step with our exploratory data—
that is, relating the perceived causes of others’ victimization to their theo-
retically linked social consequences. However, we do have data from the
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larger study (Graham & Juvonen, 1998a) on the relationship between peer
nominations of victimized classmates and social status. In correlational
analyses, we found a strong association between being nominated as some-
one that others pick on and being rejected. And in the analyses of victim
status groups, we documented that youngsters who were above the 70th
percentile in peer-nominated victimization were also, on average, above the
70th percentile in peer-nominated rejection. Victims were also significantly
more rejected and less accepted than their novictimized counterparts. We
suspect that inferences about why these victims were picked on by others,
drives in part, interpersonal consequences. If peers perceive the causes of
abuse to be controllable by the victim, this attribution elicits inferences of
responsibility. Inferences of responsibility then lead to dislike, rejection,
and unwillingness to come to the aid of the victim.

SELF-BLAME AND OTHER BLAME: AN INTEGRATION

Let us now integrate our analysis of both causal beliefs about the self and
causal beliefs about others in an attributional model of peer victimization.
That model can be conceptualized as two interrelated sequences, displayed
in Figure 2.3. The sequences begin with the negative event of peer harass-
ment. Turning first to the self-perception pathway in the upper portion of
the figure, a history of peer abuse and the perception of being singled out
for such harassment may lead a victim to ask, “Why me?” In the absence of
disconfirming evidence, some victims may come to blame themselves for
their peer relationship problems. Such a youngster may conclude, “I’'m the
kind of person who deserves to be picked on.” Self-blame that implicates a
person’s character then leads to negative affect, including anxiety and de-
pression, as well as maladaptive behavior such as passivity and withdrawal.

Along the other-perception pathway in the lower portion of Figure 2.3,
we propose that peer observers who have witnessed an incident of harass-

Perceived by self K —
as internal, gtable, »| Self-blame —p| Depression —> Sve.l;sévny |
and uncontrollable Anxiety ftharawa
Victimization

Perceived by 3 victim -~ —
peers as internal, 7 blame »| Anger > Rejection
unstable?, and No sympathy Neglect
controllable

FIGURE 2.3. An attribution model of peer victimization.
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ment enlist their implicit theories about why victimization occurs. Out-
comes perceived as controllable (the victim is responsible) elicit little sym-
pathy and possibly much anger or other negative affects. These emotional
reactions then lead to negative interpersonal consequences, such as rejec-
tion and the withholding of help.

We are more uncertain about the role of perceived stability in peer per-
ceptions than we are in our analysis of self-perception (hence the question
mark in Figure 2.3). For example, when peers describe victims as tattletales
or acting obnoxious, it is less clear whether these causes are perceived as
stable or unstable, as compared with their likely placement along a control-
lability dimension. In general, attribution research on inferences about oth-
ers has focused much more on controllability and its linkage to perceived
responsibility than on perceptions about the stability of causes. We suspect
that perceived stability of causes magnifies or moderates the linkages de-
picted in this sequence rather than playing a mediational role (see Weiner,
Graham, & Chandler, 1982). That is, internal and controllable causes of
victimization that are also perceived as stable by peers will result in the
most negative interpersonal consequences.

The two sequences shown in Figure 2.3 are theoretically, as well as
logically, interrelated because both self- and other reactions to victimization
are explained by the same set of temporally linked constructs. A (negative)
outcome is experienced or perceived; the outcome is attributed to a particu-
lar cause; that cause can be classified according to its underlying properties,
or causal dimensions; and these dimensions then have both psychological
and behavioral consequences. Furthermore, although the two sequences are
depicted as unfolding independently and parallel to each other, in reality
they are likely to be transactional and mutually influential. For example,
anger from peers may precipitate more depression and withdrawal on the
part of the victim, just as isolation and victim passivity may invite further
disdain from the peer group.

We believe that the attributional model outlined in Figure 2.3 provides
a useful conceptual framework for organizing much of the growing litera-
ture on peer victimization. A common theme underlying that research is
that there is a complex interplay between self- and other-perception of vic-
tim status that results in both passive withdrawal by the victim and active
rejection by the peer group. We know of no other theoretical model of vic-
timization that systematically examines the reactions of both victims and
their peer groups with one set of interrelated constructs.

THEORETICAL, METHODOLOGICAL, AND PRACTICAL CONCERNS

We hope that this overview of our theoretical framework will stimulate
readers to consider incorporating attributional analyses in their own peer
harassment research. We therefore conclude the chapter with a brief discus-
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sion of some of the theoretical, methodological, and practice-related con-
cerns that continue to shape our own evolving research program.

Development and Attributions about Victimization

The empirical data supporting our analysis were based on research with
middle school students. Yet as many of the chapters in this volume confirm,
victimization begins much earlier in children’s school lives, as early as kin-
dergarten (Ladd & Ladd, Chapter 1, this volume) and even preschool
(Alsaker & Valkanover, Chapter 7, this volume). At what point, we might
therefore ask, do children become susceptible to maladaptive causal inter-
pretations of peer harassment?

On one hand, an earlier generation of developmental attribution re-
search would argue for the relative invulnerability of young children. It has
been proposed that children do not have fully developed conceptions of
attributional dimensions such as controllability and stability before the
later elementary grades (e.g., Graham, Doubleday, & Guarino, 1984;
Nicholls, 1978) and that they are not vulnerable to helpless belief patterns
before that time (Miller, 1985; Rholes, Blackwell, Jordan, & Walters,
1980). On the other hand, more recent developmental research reveals that
when failure is manipulated to be quite salient, even preschoolers display
negative affect, disparaging self-appraisals, and passive behavior. In other
words, they appear to endorse cognitions, affect, and behavior indicative of
self-blame and vulnerability to helplessness (e.g., Kamins & Dweck, 1999;
Smiley & Dweck, 1994; Stipek, Recchia, & McClintic, 1992). When peer
harassment experiences are salient (as they often are), we suspect that even
children in the earliest grades may be susceptible to self-ascriptions that im-
plicate their character. Thus, the rudiments for chronic maladjustment in
response to victimization may already be in place at a time when young
children are just learning to negotiate the demands of formal schooling.

Just as very young children appear to understand both the meaning
and consequences of self-ascriptions for personal failure, they also appear
to be quite cognizant of attributional principles about perceived causality in
others. We know, for example, that as young as age 3, children have a clear
understanding of what it means for someone to do something “on pur-
pose.” These very young children also use this understanding in a manner
consistent with attribution theory to guide both emotional reactions to oth-
ers’ social plights (i.e., pity vs. anger) and behavioral intentions such as ac-
ceptance versus rejection (Graham & Hoehn, 1995), and help versus ne-
glect (Graham & Weiner, 1991).

We do not yet know at what age these attribution-emotion-action se-
quences become activated in the domain of peer harassment. Some of our
own pilot data on 8- and 9-year-olds’ spontaneous causal thinking about
victimization seem to suggest that younger children may be more sympa-
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thetic to the plight of their victimized classmates. Open-ended responses
among this age group revealed greater endorsement than among middle
schoolers of causes that implicate victim nonresponsibility, such as physical
size (being smaller, weaker), ethnic minority status, or having a physical
handicap. Thus, even though there may be litzle developmental change in
children’s understanding of basic relations between perceived responsibility
in others and its interpersonal consequences, there may be much age-
related variation in the content of attributions across different domains that
have important implications for predicting behavior.

Ethnicity and Attributions about Victimization

Thus far in this chapter we have said nothing about the sociocultural con-
texts in which victimization occurs or how such contexts may influence the
causal ascriptions of both victims and their peers. As American researchers,
we feel compelled to call attention to this issue. Much of the victimization
research conducted in this country takes place in ethnically and culturally
diverse urban schools, where ethnic tensions among students that can lead
to victimization are likely to be exacerbated.

How might attributions for victimization be shaped by ethnicity of stu-
dents? Imagine an urban American secondary school with a diverse student
body. The school is likely to have African American, Latino, and white stu-
dents; depending on its geographical location (e.g., East vs. West), there
may also be Asian Americans, American Indians, and students of Middle
Eastern origin. Imagine further that some students in each of these ethnic
groups are victimized by their peers. Regarding self-ascriptions, there is no
theoretical or empirical rationale for hypothesizing that attributions will
vary as a function of victim ethnicity per se. Comparative racial research on
attributions, albeit largely confined to African Americans and whites, re-
veals no systematic differences between the racial groups in the content of
their causal beliefs (see review in Graham, 1994). Thus, despite popular be-
liefs to the contrary, African Americans are not more likely than their white
counterparts to attribute failure to internal and/or uncontrollable causes.
Furthermore, studies of attributional process that examine the kinds of
attribution-affect-action sequences discussed in this chapter also document
much more racial similarity than difference (Graham & Long, 1986). Al-
though comparative racial attribution research involving other ethnic
groups is relatively sparse, there is little reason to anticipate systematic dif-
ferences in either attributional content or process simply as a function of re-
spondent (victim) ethnicity.

We believe that ethnic variation and ethnicity of victim are important
variables for understanding causal beliefs about victimization, but we want
to make the case for examining ethnicity as situated within a particular
school context. One such context variable may be ethnic composition of a
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school in terms of numerical majority—minority status. Being a member of
the numerical majority ethnic group can tip the balance of power in one’s
favor, just as membership in the numerical minority can place one in an un-
favorable position. Because asymmetric power relations can be an impor-
tant antecedent of victimization (Olweus, 1994), it may be that the ethnic
composition of a school can signal an imbalance of power such that stu-
dents whose ethnic group is the statistical minority (i.e., less powerful in the
numerical sense) may be more vulnerable to victimization. Similarly, statis-
tical majority groups (i.e., more powerful in the numerical sense) can be ex-
pected to have fewer victims and more perpetrators of harassment.

We found preliminary support for this hypothesis in a study of victim-
ization in a single multiethnic school (Graham & Juvonen, 2000). The
groups who were the numerical minorities (whites, Asians, Persians, and bi-
racial children) had more peer-nominated victims than would be expected
by chance, whereas the two groups who were the numerical majorities (Af-
rican American and Latino) had fewer members perceived as victims and
more members perceived as aggressive than would be predicted if there
were no relationship between ethnicity and victim status. This was particu-
larly true for African Americans as one of the two majority ethnic groups.
But what most intrigued us and is most relevant to this discussion were the
self-perceptions and peer perceptions of those African Americans who were
indeed perceived as victims. As compared with their counterparts in the
other ethnic groups, African American victims reported lower self-esteem,
more loneliness, and they were more rejected by peers. Thus, being deviant
from the norm for one’s group left these African American victims particu-
larly vulnerable. We believe that victims whose ethnic group is the majority,
and for whom a norm of power and assertiveness is established, will be es-
pecially susceptible to characterological self-blame (e.g., “It’s something
about me”) and subsequent psychological maladjustment. Thus, it is not
ethnicity itself that is predictive of victimization or how victims construe
their plight, but ethnicity within a particular school context. To our knowl-
edge, the impact of school ethnic composition on victim status has not pre-
viously been examined in American research.

Ethnicity within context may also influence the attributions that peers
make about victims. Ethnic majority—minority configurations enhance per-
ceptions of “us” versus “them” (cf., Tajfel & Turner, 1986) or ingroup—
outgroup distinctions. Attribution research at the intergroup level has
documented what have come to be known as ingroup-outgroup biases
(Hewstone, 1989). When people make attributions about members of their
own group, they show ingroup favoritism; they attribute success to charac-
teristics of the person and failure to characteristics of the environment.
Judgments about the members of other groups, in contrast, reveal outgroup
disparagement; positive behaviors tend to be ascribed to external causes,
whereas undesirable behaviors or outcomes tend to be attributed to causes
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internal to and controllable by the outgroup. We suspect that ingroup—
outgroup biases also characterize the judgments that peers make about vic-
tims. Perceivers are more likely to blame victims who are members of other
ethnic groups (i.e., make attributions to internal and controllable factors)
than to blame victims who are members of their own ethnic group. Such
mechanisms help to sustain attitudes favorable to the ingroup and unfavor-
able to the outgroup.

Although ingroup—outgroup biases based on ethnicity can certainly
emerge in elementary-age children, we think they will be particularly key
during early adolescence. Ethnicity takes on added significance during the
transition to middle school as peer groups become more ethnically homoge-
nous and adolescents attempt to define their identity in relation to affilia-
tion with similar others (e.g., Shrum, Cheek, & Hunter, 1988). Such iden-
tity processes and their linked attributions may partly explain why there
appears to be increasing victim blame and rejection among early adoles-
cents.

A number of testable hypotheses about the relationship between eth-
nicity and attributions about victimization have been suggested. We believe
that theories and models of peer victimization have to address the role of
ethnic differences—and ethnic conflict—as determinants of both who is at
risk for being the target of peer abuse and how such targets cope with their
victim status.

Attributional Traits or States?

Because much victimization research focuses on the so-called chronic vic-
tim, it might be assumed that characterological self-blame has a traitlike
quality, in that it describes the customary way victims construe not only ha-
rassment experiences, but other social and even academic failures as well.
Ladd and Ladd (Chapter 1, this volume) raise this issue of attributional
styles in their discussion of the distinction between frequent and chronic
harassment. Consistent with an approach assuming a trait-like quality,
these authors wonder whether a particular “preexisting” attributional style
leads to characterological self-blame in the face of a specific harassment in-
cident, or whether repeated harassment leads to the development of a char-
acteristic way of interpreting negative experiences.

There is a large and growing literature on attributional traits that mea-
sure the way people typically explain the good and bad things that happen
to them (see review in Weiner & Graham, 1999). For example, explanatory
style, also known as attributional style, classifies individuals as pessimists
versus optimists (Peterson, Maier, & Seligman, 1993). People who explain
negative outcomes as internal (“It’s me”), stable (“Things will always be
this way”), and global (“It affects many areas of my life”) are judged to
have a pessimistic explanatory style. In contrast, those who attribute nega-
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tive events to external, unstable, and specific causes are considered to have
an optimistic explanatory style. The typical way to measure explanatory
style is to present individuals with a series of hypothetical positive and neg-
ative events that cut across many domains (e.g., social, academic). Respon-
dents generate a cause for an outcome and then rate that cause on the di-
mensions of locus, stability, and globality. Dimension ratings are then
summed across events and combined to create overall scores on each di-
mension. In research with children, children usually pick one of two possi-
ble causes of the positive and negative events that have been selected to
vary on the relevant dimensions (e.g., Nolen-Hoeksema et al., 1986). Ag-
gregate dimension scores can also be created with the use of this forced-
choice method.

We resonate to the focus on dimensions in these approaches (see the
next section), and we recognize that general explanatory style has been
linked to a variety of adjustment outcomes in the clinical, academic, inter-
personal, athletic, help, and work domains (see review in Peterson et al.,
1993). As attribution theorists, however, we recommend caution in inter-
preting causal preferences in the victimization domain in terms of attribu-
tional traits. There are measurement difficulties associated with categoriz-
ing people according to attributional style (e.g., Cutrona, Russell, & Jones,
1985; Carver, 1989). Furthermore, as with any trait, it is unclear how
generalizable the disposition is across different domains or how stable it re-
mains over time. Thus, chronic victims may display what appears to be a
pessimistic explanatory style (characterological self-blame) when it comes
to poor relations with peers in school, but may be quite optimistic in the
face of academic setbacks or peer problems outside school. Moreover,
causal explanations for similar outcomes can vary across time—say, from
the beginning of the school year to the end—depending on context and sit-
uational demands. These complexities suggest that a trait approach to attri-
butions can be both empirically untenable and theoretically constraining.

At this point, given the absence of an empirical literature on attribu-
tions about victimization, we encourage researchers to be “situationists”
rather than “dispositionalists.” That is, we recommend that researchers de-
velop instruments that are specific to causal construals of peer harassment,
that they administer these instruments at multiple time points, and that
they remain open to the possibility of both continuity and discontinuity in
the way harassment experiences are appraised across time.

The Importance of Causal Dimensions

Although we have focused on self-blaming attributions in this chapter, we
do not wish to leave our readers with the impression that these are the only
attributions relevant to the study of victimization or, indeed, that they are
the most dominant. As in other domains where attributional content has
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been studied, there are a myriad of possible attributions that implicate both
the self and the environment and that can be precursors of both adaptive
and maladaptive behavior.

As attribution theorists concerned with the generality of attribution
principles across different domains, we prefer to focus on the underlying
meaning of causes rather than on particular causes per se. For us, meaning
is conveyed by the basic properties of causes, which we have labeled causal
dimensions. Thus, characterological self-blame attracted our attention
because of its dimensional properties. Causes for failure that are internal,
stable, and uncontrollable have been shown to have maladaptive conse-
quences across disparate life domains. Any cause that shares these proper-
ties, such as being physically handicapped or mentally challenged, may be
expected to generate similar adjustment difficulties.

On the other hand, the most adaptive causal attributions for failure
are those that are internal, stable, and controllable—akin to lack of effort
in the achievement domain. Although behavioral self-blame in our research
was assumed to have these properties, this attribution was only weakly re-
lated to the adjustment outcomes and there were no differences in its en-
dorsement between victims and nonvictims (see Figure 2.1). We suspect
that behavioral self-blame as operationalized in our research (e.g., “I
should not have been here”; “I should have been more careful”) may have
unknown placement along the stability and controllability dimensions.
That is, it is unclear whether potential victims who endorsed these causal
items viewed them as unstable and within their control. Furthermore, we
have not said much about external causes for victimization, although they
too may have positive motivational consequences. Attributing abuse to the
hostility of others (e.g., “Bullies are mean kids who pick on everyone”) pro-
tects a person’s self esteem, although it may not change that person’s expec-
tations for the future if the bullying is anticipated to continue. And at times
the “best” attribution for coping with victimization may be one that im-
plies externality, instability, and uncontrollability (e.g., “being in the wrong
place at the wrong time”—akin to bad luck). In light of these complexities
and the vast number of possible perceived causes of victimization, we be-
lieve that researchers should consider methods that allow respondents to
both endorse multiple causes and to report directly on the underlying di-
mensions of their explanations for victimization.

Implications for Intervention

Social psychologist Kurt Lewin is reported to have said that “there is noth-
ing so practical as a good theory.” Much of the practical significance of at-
tribution theory rests with its implications for interventions to reduce the
negative consequences of victimization that have been the focus of this
chapter. An attributional approach to intervention is guided by the belief
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that a change in cognition (i.e., causal thoughts) will result in a change in
the emotions and behavior that are linked to that attribution. Thus, if we
can alter maladaptive thoughts about the causes of victimization, this
should lead to better coping on the part of the targets of harassment and
more supportive responses on the part of their peers.

Let us return to the two sequences outlined in Figure 2.3 and focus
first on the causal construals of the victim. The notion of altering self-
ascriptions for failure to produce changes in behavior has been a guiding
assumption of attributional therapy in educational and clinical settings for
more than two decades. For example, a number of studies have docu-
mented that training unsuccessful students to attribute their failures to lack
of effort rather than low aptitude results in greater persistence and im-
proved performance (see reviews in Forsterling, 1985, 1988; Perry, Hechter,
Menec, & Weinberg, 1993). Thus, a reasonable starting point for interven-
tion would be to change the attributions for victimization that are internal,
stable, and uncontrollable causes (e.g., characterological self-blame, which
is akin to low aptitude).

What more adaptive attribution should replace the characterological
type? In some cases change efforts might focus on behavioral self-blame, if
that self-ascription is truly perceived by the target as unstable and control-
lable. The goal of the change agent would be to help the victimized young-
ster recognize that there are responses within her repertoire to reduce the
likelihood of future harassment. As we pointed out in the prior section, ex-
ternal attributions for failure also have adaptive consequences in that they
protect self-esteem. Knowing that others are also the victims of harassment
or that there are aggressive individuals who randomly pick on unsuspecting
targets can help mitigate the tendency to ask, “Why me?” Thus, the goals
of the intervention as a strategy for coping—in these examples, better
coping through increasing expectancy versus protecting self-esteem—will
shape the choice of attributions that become the focus of change.

Turning to the peer perception sequence in Figure 2.3, the logical start-
ing point is to change the causal belief that victims are responsible for their
plight. This should increase sympathy and the desire to help, as well as di-
minish anger and the desire to neglect. There is also empirical precedent for
the efficacy of changing attributions about others as a pathway to im-
proved social behavior. In prior research by one of us (S.G.; Hudley & Gra-
ham, 1993), aggressive children participated in an attributional interven-
tion that focused on how to causally reinterpret an ambiguous peer
provocation, such as being pushed by someone while waiting in a crowded
line. When it was unclear whether the provocation was accidental or inten-
tional, children were trained to infer nonhostile peer intent (i.e., the perpe-
trator is not responsible). Intervention participants showed less aggressive
behavior following the treatment than comparable groups of aggressive
youngsters who had been randomly assigned to either a placebo interven-
tion or to a no-treatment control group.



An Attributional Approach 69

We believe that the same approach can be applied to changing the
causal construals of peers who are observers, as opposed to perpetrators of
aggression toward others. In this case, the general strategies of attributional
change would be the same—that is, helping peers understand how to read
social cues that indicate victim (non)responsibility in ambiguous situations.
But the outcomes of interest would be increases in peers’ prosocial tenden-
cies (sympathy and help) rather than reductions in their antisocial tenden-
cies (anger and neglect).

Even though our analysis suggests a number of intervention strategies
directed at both victims and their peers, it is still true that the focus is on
one category of social cognition (causal attributions). Surely there are nu-
merous dysfunctional cognitive interpretations of harassment incidents by
victims as well as perpetrators, defenders, bystanders, and other observers
with various social roles. The multicomponent systemic intervention ap-
proaches such as those described by Owens et al. (Chapter 9, this volume)
and Rigby (Chapter 13, this volume) are likely to incorporate this broader
array of determinants. But in such comprehensive programs, it may be dif-
ficult to discern which particular outcomes are attributable to which spe-
cific intervention components. If one’s goals are mainly pragmatic (i.e., re-
ducing victimization), then this lack of treatment-outcome specificity may
be of little concern. The fact that the intervention “works” is all that mat-
ters. However, if one’s goals are also theoretical, such as understanding
what social-cognitive processes map onto (are causally related to) which
specific kinds of intra- and interpersonal outcomes, then the comprehensive
intervention approach may be less preferred. In other words, there are
trade-offs in intervention research between theoretical specificity and treat-
ment generality.

There are no clear solutions to these trade-offs for the theory-guided
researcher who is also committed to intervention. We would like to believe
that our approach is one that measures up to Kurt Lewin’s conception of a
practical theory. We also believe that the most effective interventions will
be those that combine the best of what theory has to say about the major
causes and consequences of peer victimization and the best of what practice
has to say about the way to implement behavior change and make it last.
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Determinants of Chronic
Victimization by Peers

A Review and a New Model
of Family Influence

DAVID G. PERRY, ERNEST V. E. HODGES,
and SUSAN K. EGAN

Aggressive children do not distribute their aggression evenly across all
available peer targets. Instead, they selectively direct their attacks toward a
minority of peers who serve consistently in the role of victim (Olweus,
1978; Perry, Kusel, & Perry, 1988). By the later elementary school years,
individual differences in victimization by peers become quite stable, with
the same children often occupying the role of victim year after year (Ep-
stein, 1990; Hodges & Perry, 1999; Khatri, Kupersmidt, & Patterson,
1994).

Chronic harassment by peers is associated with serious adjustment
problems, including depression, anxiety, emotional disregulation, social
withdrawal, low self-esteem, loneliness, suicidal tendencies, dislike and
avoidance of school, poor academic performance, rejection by mainstream
peers, and a lack of friends (for reviews of this literature, see Egan & Perry,
1998, and Hodges & Perry, 1996). Longitudinal studies confirm that many
of these adjustment difficulties are at least partly a consequence of the ex-
perience of being victimized (Egan & Perry, 1998; Hodges & Perry, 1999;
Khatri et al., 1994; Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996; Ladd, Kochenderfer, &
Coleman, 1997; Olweus, 1992). For example, Olweus (1992) found that
boys who had been victimized during middle school were more depressed
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and had more negative self-concepts a decade later as young adults. More-
over, Ladd et al. (1997) found that victimization contributed to later ad-
justment difficulties beyond the effects of other indexes of poor peer rela-
tions (e.g., a lack of friends and peer rejection).

Given the stability and negative consequences of harassment by peers,
it is essential to understand its roots. This chapter reviews what is known
about the determinants of chronic abuse by peers. The chapter has two
main parts. The first reviews the literature on three sets of influences on
victimization: personal qualities of the child, the nature of the child’s rela-
tionships with peers, and the child’s experiences with family members. The
second briefly sketches a new model of the psychological mechanisms link-
ing family experience with victimization by peers.

DETERMINANTS OF VICTIMIZATION BY PEERS

Personal, peer-relational, and family-relational factors all affect the probabil-
ity of children’s habitual abuse by peers. Within each of these classes of influ-
ences, both risk and protective factors may be found. We discuss personal,
peer-relational, and family influences separately, but in all likelihood these
three sets of influences operate interconnectedly to affect victimization. Some
interconnections illustrate processes of mediation. For example, certain fam-
ily experiences probably cause children to develop personal problems (e.g.,
an anxious style during conflicts) that encourage victimization by peers
(Finnegan, Hodges, & Perry, 1996; Troy & Sroufe, 1987). Other interplays
among the influences reflect interaction effects. For example, certain personal
risk factors (e.g., physical weakness) are more likely to lead to victimization
when children lack friends who can protect them than when such children
have supportive friends (Hodges, Boivin, Vitaro, & Bukowski, 1999;
Hodges, Malone, & Perry, 1997). The pathways to victimization, then, are
multiple and complex and usually involve interplays among variables at more
than one of the three sets into which we have grouped them for discussion.

Most of the research we review has been done with elementary school
children. It is clear, however, that chronic victimization by peers can begin
in preschool (Alsaker & Valkanover, Chapter 7, this volume; Patterson,
Littman, & Bricker, 1967) and can persist at least through middle school
(Olweus, 1978). Thus, more research with younger and older children
would be desirable.

Personal Influences

The fact that victimized children continue to be abused by peers even when
considerable changes are made in their environments (e.g., change in class-
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mates, teachers, and schools) raises the possibility that victimized children
possess relatively stable personal qualities that attract harassment from
peers (Olweus, 1978). Here we review evidence indicating that three kinds
of personal factors—physical, behavioral, and social-cognitive—indeed
contribute to victimization. Although it is clear that children often do con-
tribute to their own victimization, this should not be taken to imply that
they are to blame for the harassment they suffer. The responsibility for vic-
timization lies with aggressive children and with adults who supervise chil-
dren’s peer interactions.

Physical Attributes

Although children are often teased for deviant external characteristics (e.g.,
obesity, wearing glasses, speech problems, clumsiness, or an obvious physi-
cal disability), one study (Olweus, 1978) found that chronically victimized
middle schoolers were no more likely than nonvictimized peers to possess
an obvious stigmatizing physical feature. It may be premature to rule out a
role for extreme physical deviations in chronic victimization, however. Such
features may cause children to have low self-esteem and to adopt a victim-
like demeanor that invites abuse; moreover, at the very least, deviant exter-
nal features are likely to become a focus of teasing and thus a means of
causing distress for victimized children (Ross, 1996). Still, physical devia-
tions may be less important than other factors (e.g., self-concept, social
skills, and reactions to teasing) in causing victimization.

A physical attribute that does appear to contribute directly to victim-
ization is physical weakness (Olweus, 1978). Indeed, physically weak chil-
dren are increasingly victimized over time (Egan & Perry, 1998; Hodges &
Perry, 1999). Most likely, physical strength gives children the ability and
confidence to ward off attacks from other children assertively and effec-
tively.

Are girls and boys equally likely to be victimized? The likelihood of be-
ing a chronic victim of peer harassment does not differ much by sex
(Charach, Pepler, & Ziegler, 1995; Duncan, 1999a; Perry et al., 1988), but
boys and girls tend to be victimized in different ways. Boys more often are
physically victimized, whereas girls more often are subject to acts of rela-
tional aggression, such as gossip and exclusion from social groups (Crick &
Bigbee, 1998; Crick & Grotpeter, 1996; Perry et al., 1988). Boys and girls
are about equally likely, however, to serve as targets of verbal aggression. It
is important to note that these sex differences are simply group trends and
that different forms of victimization (e.g., physical and relational) tend to
be highly intercorrelated. Moreover, for extremely victimized children, ex-
periencing physical abuse is equally common for both boys and girls

(Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1997).
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Behavioral Attributes

A good deal of the variance in victimization can be accounted for by how
children behave among their peers. However, victimized children are not a
behaviorally homogeneous group. Some victimized children are assigned
the label of “passive victim” (Olweus, 1978) because they do little to pro-
voke their attackers directly; rather, they are socially withdrawn and appear
anxious and depressed to their peers. This cluster of attributes, which may
be called “internalizing symptoms,” probably signals vulnerability to ag-
gressive children. That is, children with these problems are probably afraid
to be assertive and have trouble defending themselves against attacks, and
aggressive children are able to sense and exploit these vulnerabilities. Inter-
nalizing problems are not merely correlates or consequences of victimiza-
tion; several longitudinal studies have shown that children who are socially
isolated and exhibit other internalizing problems (e.g., sadness and fear) be-
come increasingly victimized over time (Boulton, 1999; Egan & Perry,
1998; Hodges, Boivin, Vitaro, & Bukowski, 1999; Hodges & Perry, 1999).
Some studies also show that internalizing problems are a greater risk factor
for victimization for boys than for girls, possibly because fearful, with-
drawn behavior is perceived as more sex-inappropriate for boys than for
girls (Boulton, 1999; Finnegan et al., 1996).

Other victimized children have been called “provocative victims.” This
is because they irritate peers with attention-seeking, disruptive, restless,
hot-headed, and argumentative behaviors (Olweus, 1978). These children
tend to exhibit antisocial conduct, such as lying and stealing, and they are
also inclined to be aggressive. However, because their aggression tends to
be unskilled, disorganized, and accompanied by debilitating emotional
arousal, it is usually unsuccessful, earning these children the alternative la-
bel of “ineffectual aggressors” (Perry, Perry, & Kennedy, 1992). The dis-
ruptive and antisocial tendencies of these children, which collectively may
be referred to as “externalizing symptoms,” probably antagonize their
peers, especially aggressive peers. Longitudinal studies have shown that
externalizing problems indeed lead to increased victimization by peers over
time (Egan & Perry, 1998; Hanish, 1999; Hodges, Boivin, Vitaro, &
Bukowski, 1999). It is important to note that although externalizing behav-
iors are a salient feature of provocative victims, these children also possess
many of the internalizing symptoms (e.g., anxiety, depression, and low self-
esteem) that characterize passive victims (e.g., Pierce, 1990).

In addition to behaving in ways that encourage aggressive children to
attack them, both passive and provocative victims tend to respond to at-
tacks in ways that reinforce their victim status. When attacked, passive vic-
tims tend to submit quickly to bullies’ demands; they may display emo-
tional distress, but they are unlikely to fight back (Olweus, 1978; Perry,
Williard, & Perry, 1990; Schwartz, Dodge, & Coie, 1993). Although sub-
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missive behavior often brings an ongoing attack to an end, it causes a child
to be increasingly victimized over time (Schwartz et al., 1993). In contrast,
the reactions of provocative victims to teasing and bullying tend to be an-
gry, emotionally heated, but futile attempts to fight back (Bijttebier &
Vertommen, 1998; Karp, Mahady-Wilton, & Craig, 1999; Perry, Williard,
& Perry, 1990; Schwartz et al., 1993; Schwartz et al., 1998). Such children
become embroiled in many extended conflicts, but they become emotion-
ally disregulated during the skirmishes and end up losing their battles amid
displays of frustration and distress. Thus, these children too end up rein-
forcing their attackers.

An important point is that assertive responding during peer conflicts
tends to discourage attacks from bullies (Schwartz et al., 1993), whereas
aggressive fighting back during peer conflicts does not usually serve to stop
an attack; instead, aggressive responding tends to extend a conflict and,
moreover, usually leads to losing rather than winning (Eisenberg & Garvey,
1981; Karp et al., 1999; Salmivalli, Karhunen, & Lagerspetz, 1996; Shantz
& Shantz, 1982). Indeed, children who are inclined to retaliate when
picked on tend to become increasingly victimized over time (Kochenderfer
& Ladd, 1997). Thus, adults should encourage children to take assertive
rather than aggressive action when confronted by bullies. Indeed, high per-
ceived self-efficacy for assertion is a better prophylactic against victimiza-
tion than high perceived self-efficacy for aggression (Egan & Perry, 1998).

In addition to behaving in ways that invite and reinforce attacks
against them, victimized children tend to lack certain social skills and per-
sonality attributes that usually help protect children from being victimized.
Children who are rarely victimized tend to be perceived by their peers as
friendly, likely to share and cooperate, skilled in joining the play of other
children, and possessing a sense of humor (Pierce, 1990); children who lack
these skills are increasingly victimized over time (Egan & Perry, 1998). At-
tributes such as friendliness and cooperativeness may reflect the underlying
personality trait of agreeableness. It has been suggested that agreeable chil-
dren communicate to other children that they like them (Graziano, Jensen-
Campbell, & Finch, 1997), and other children—even aggressive ones—are
inclined to reciprocate the liking and thus avoid attacking them (Egan &
Perry, 1998). Indeed, in one study, agreeableness was the only one of the
“Big Five” personality factors that protected children from becoming in-
creasingly victimized over the course of a school year (Jensen-Campbell et

al., 1999).

Social-Cognitive Factors

One hypothesis is that when victimized children are threatened or teased,
they react cognitively in ways that lead to behaviors that invite victimiza-
tion (e.g., submission, or angry but ineffectual retaliation). Research on the
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social information processing of passive victims has generally not been suc-
cessful in identifying deficits or biases in social-cognitive functioning that
might account for their withdrawn and submissive behavior. For example,
these children are capable of generating competent solutions to interper-
sonal problems, and they recognize that competent solutions are more
likely to succeed than incompetent ones (Halleck, 1987; Milmed, 1987;
Smith, Bowers, Binney, & Cowie, 1993; Williard, 1988). These null results
accord with Rubin, Bukowski, and Parker’s (1998) conclusion that with-
drawn/rejected children tend not to have deficient cognitive repertoires.
Rubin et al. suggested that the problem of these children is that when con-
fronted with difficult social situations, they experience debilitating emo-
tional arousal that interferes with (preempts) competent social responding.

Only slightly more success has been achieved in identifying the social
information—processing features of provocative victims. The fact that these
children respond to attacks with angry, aggressive retaliation, even though
these efforts are generally unsuccessful, is especially interesting because it
poses a problem for theories emphasizing that people generally choose to
enact behaviors that they are confident of performing efficaciously (Ban-
dura, 1986; Perry, Perry, & Boldizar, 1990; Perry, Perry, & Rasmussen,
1986). An important clue to understanding these children, however, is that
they are especially prone to perceive hostile intentions in other people
(Pierce, 1990; Schwartz et al., 1998). The anger and emotional disregula-
tion attendant to making hostile attributions may prevent inhibition of the
aggressive retaliatory responses favored by these children even though they
are unlikely to succeed.

Perhaps the most defining feature of victimized children’s social-cognitive
functioning is their poor self-concept. Both passive and provocative victims
have low global self-worth as well as low self-perceived peer social compe-
tence, and they tend to feel depressed and lonely; these difficulties are espe-
cially acute for provocative victims (Duncan, 1999b; Egan & Perry, 1998;
Hess & Atkins, 1998; Mynard & Joseph, 1997). Victimized children as a
group are also given to “characterological self-blame” (Graham & Juvo-
nen, 1998). That is, they are prone to blame their victimization on internal,
stable, and uncontrollable qualities (e.g., “I am no good, so I deserve this
treatment”). The poor self-concept of these children is not simply a corre-
late or consequence of their victimization, because low self-esteem predicts
increased harassment over time (Egan & Perry, 1998). A healthy sense of
self also buffers children from the effects of other risk factors on victimiza-
tion. For example, physical weakness and poor social skills are consider-
ably less likely to lead to victimization for children who have high self-
regard than for children with a poor sense of self (Egan & Perry, 1998).

What is responsible for these effects of self-concept? There are several
possibilities. First, it seems likely that most children are at least occasion-
ally tested by threats from aggressive peers, but children with high self-
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regard probably do not tolerate such attacks and defend themselves more
assertively and effectively against them than other children do; moreover,
when threatened, children with low self-esteem may experience self-defeat-
ing thoughts and debilitating emotional arousal that lead either to quick
submission or to disorganized, ineffectual responding (Egan & Perry,
1998). Second, could it be that low self-regard causes children actually to
seek out abusive interaction partners who confirm their low sense of self-
worth, as may be suggested by attachment theory (Bowlby, 1973) or self-
verification theory (Swann, 1990)? It is true that some victimized children
do seek out their attackers for social interaction. For example, Dodge and
Coie (1989) found that certain victims did not dislike their bullies and
sometimes mimicked or followed them around. Moreover, Troy and Sroufe
(1987) reported that some victimized children even invited a bully to ag-
gress (e.g., “Aren’t you going to tease me today? I promise I won’t get
mad”). However, victimized children are generally more inclined to seek
interaction with other victimized children than with aggressive peers
(Hodges et al., 1997; Hodges, Boivin, Vitaro, & Bukowski, 1999). Further-
more, studies suggest that people with low self-esteem rarely seek out dero-
gation, though they are prone to expect and accept it (Blaine & Crocker,
1993). Third, low self-esteem may predict victimization because it is associ-
ated with having poor peer relations (e.g., having few friends), and it may
be the poor peer relations rather than the low self-esteem that is actually
causing the victimization. However, a recent study by Hodges, Boivin,
Vitaro, and Guay (1999) showed that low self-regard led to increased vic-
timization over time even when the contribution of poor peer relations was
statistically controlled. Thus, we favor the first explanation offered here—
that children with low self-esteem experience self-defeating thoughts and
debilitating affective arousal during peer conflicts that encourage victimiza-
tion.

Peer-Relational Influences

The nature of a child’s social ties to other children in the peer group plays a
role in victimization. The various risk and protective factors found in chil-
dren’s relations with their peers not only directly influence the probability
of victimization but also govern the degree to which many of the personal
influences reviewed earlier lead to victimization.

Peer Rejection

Children who are widely disliked by their peers (that is, who are named by
many peers as those to avoid during play or work) are said to be peer re-
jected. Rejected children may be perceived as fair game by aggressive chil-
dren, because the knowledge that a child is widely devalued by peers may
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legitimize the child’s status as a target of abuse. That is, aggressive children
may believe that attacks on rejected children will go unpunished by main-
stream peers (Hodges et al., 1997). As expected, most victimized children
are indeed peer rejected; provocative victims are especially disliked and
shunned by peers, probably because of their aversive, erratic, and disregu-
lated behavior (Perry et al., 1988; Hodges et al., 1997). Moreover, peer
rejection contributes to increased victimization over time, even when the
effects of behavior problems (e.g., internalizing problems, externalizing
problems, and physical weakness) are controlled (Epstein, 1990; Hanish,
1999; Hodges & Perry, 1999).

In addition to contributing directly to victimization, peer rejection
governs the degree to which personal risk variables lead to victimization.
Hodges et al. (1997) proposed that children with personal vulnerabilities
(e.g., physical weakness or internalizing problems) are likely to be victim-
ized when aggressive children think that they can get away with attacking
them but not when aggressive children expect that the broader peer group
will ostracize them for attacking such children. Consistent with this formu-
lation, personal vulnerabilities were indeed considerably more conducive to
victimization for children who were generally rejected by the peer group
than for children who were generally liked by peers (Hodges et al., 1997;
Hodges & Perry, 1999).

Friendship

Some children are fortunate to form friendships—stable, reciprocated pref-
erences for social interaction—with one or more of their peers, whereas
other children go through school friendless and left out. Several investiga-
tors have proposed that having friends helps protect children from peer ha-
rassment (Bukowski, Sippola, & Boivin, 1995; Hodges et al., 1997; Rizzo,
1989). The argument is similar to that made earlier for the impact of peer
rejection on victimization: Aggressive children prefer to attack children
who lack friends because they can do so without worrying about retaliation
or ostracism from the children’s friends. Victimized children, especially pro-
vocative victims, do have fewer friends than other children do (Bukowski et
al., 1995; Hodges et al., 1997; Malone & Perry, 1995). Furthermore, longi-
tudinal studies show that having no or few friends leads to increased vic-
timization over time (Bukowski et al., 1995; Hodges, Boivin, Vitaro, &
Bukowski, 1999; Hodges, Boivin, Vitaro, & Guay, 1999; Hodges & Perry,
1999; Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1997). In addition, friendship status governs
the contribution of personal vulnerabilities to victimization. That is, vul-
nerabilities like physical weakness are more likely to lead to victimization
for friendless children than for children who have one or more friends who
can protect them (Bukowski et al., 1995; Hodges et al., 1997).

In addition to the number of friends a child has, the behavioral quali-
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ties of a child’s friends affect the likelihood of harassment by peers. As
noted, victimized children, especially provocative victims, have few friends,
but those who do have one or more friends tend not to have the kinds of
friends who can offer much in the way of support or protection against bul-
lies. The reason is that the friends of victimized children are themselves
likely to be victimized, physically weak, depressed, fearful, and withdrawn
(Bukowski et al., 1995; Hanish & Henke, 1999; Hodges et al., 1997; Nel-
son, 1997; Pellegrini, Bartini, & Brooks, 1999). Thus, the quality as well as
the quantity of a child’s friends may influence the child’s chances of being
victimized. Longitudinal work confirms that, of children who do have at
least one friend, those who can count on a friend to stick up for them when
bullied are relatively unlikely to become victims of peer harassment
(Hodges, Boivin, Vitaro, & Bukowski, 1999; Hodges & Perry, 1999;
Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1997).

The fact that friendship offers children some protection from victim-
ization suggests that one aim of intervention programs might be to provide
victimized children with some sort of explicit peer support. For example,
friendless children might be assigned a protective “buddy” for a period of
time, or arrangements might be made for a victimized child to begin the
next school year with a friend in the same class (see Ladd & Price, 1987).

Aggressive Relationships

An obvious, but underappreciated, risk factor in peer victimization is the
presence of an aggressive peer ready to exploit a potential victim’s vulnera-
bilities. Victimized children are not abused by all of their peers, or even by
all of their aggressive peers. Indeed, most peer aggression occurs in the con-
text of specific dyadic “aggressive relationships” (Coie & Christopoulos,
1989; Dodge & Coie, 1989). Thus, a full understanding of victimization re-
quires knowing how a potentially aggressive child’s specific qualities (val-
ues, attitudes, social information—processing deficits and biases, response
styles, etc.) combine with a potential victim’s specific attributes to yield an
enduring bully/victim relationship (Perry et al., 1992; Pierce & Cohen,
1995). For example, an aggressively inclined boy who is experiencing inse-
curity over issues of gender identity may be especially inclined to attack a
boy with effeminate qualities.

To date, relatively little theory and research have been devoted to un-
derstanding specific aggressor—victim pairings. Coie and his colleagues,
however, have identified two types of aggressive relationships. In one type,
the “symmetrical” relationship, each member aggresses against and is vic-
timized by the other member. In contrast, in the “asymmetrical” relation-
ship, one member fairly reliably serves as the aggressor and the other as the
victim. How do such relationships evolve? It is fairly easy to understand
how asymmetrical relationships develop: A skilled aggressor tries out ag-
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gressive actions toward a variety of targets and eventually settles on victims
who do not resist (Dodge & Coie, 1989; Olweus, 1978; Patterson et al.,
1967). Understanding the evolution of symmetrical dyads, however, is
more challenging. One possibility is suggested by Sroufe and Fleeson
(1986), who propose that children with histories of insecure attachment
have internalized the roles of both exploiter and exploitee and seek out peer
interaction partners who allow them to enact both of these familiar roles.
Coie and Christopoulos (1989) speculate that there is something about the
interactive mix of symmetrical dyads that makes each member highly sensi-
tized to the possibility of hostile intentions on the part of the other, causing
aggression to flow in both directions. Clearly, much remains to be learned
about how the unique properties of two children combine to yield specific
aggressor—victim pairings.

The aggressive relationships described in the preceding paragraph
probably cannot be considered friendships, because it is unlikely that the
two children involved mutually seek each other out for positive interac-
tion. However, we should note that aggression sometimes does occur
within children’s friendships (Grotpeter & Crick, 1996). The factors that
attract children to, and keep them within, aggressive friendships certainly
merit study, given that a history of victimization by childhood friends
may render a person more vulnerable to abuse within close relationships
later in life.

Group Dynamics

Although most aggressive episodes involve two principal players—an ag-
gressor and a victim—the roles that other children adopt in the peer group
vis-a-vis the aggression occurring in their midst also influence victimiza-
tion. Indeed, as many as six roles that children may assume during bullying
incidents have been identified: aggressor, victim, aggressor’s assistant, ag-
gressor’s reinforcer, bystander, and victim’s defender (McKinnon, 1999;
Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, Bjorkqvist, Osterman, & Kaukiainen, 1996; Sutton
& Smith, 1999). Obviously, the presence of children who actively assist or
reinforce an aggressor is likely to encourage victimization, but inactive by-
stander children may also contribute. That some children assume the role
of defender or protector during aggressive episodes is especially notewor-
thy, because such children, especially if popular, might be enlisted to serve
as a buddy for a victim or might be taught to encourage bystander children
to join them in assuming the defender role (e.g., Sutton & Smith, 1999).
Changing group attitudes toward bullying is likely to be a difficult task,
given that victimized children tend to elicit little empathy from most peers
(Perry, Williard, & Perry, 1990), but research on interventions designed to
alter the group dynamics that support victimization is, nevertheless, much
needed.
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Family Influences

Studies that have explored family influences on victimization fall into two
categories. First are studies demonstrating a link between insecure attach-
ment and victimization. Second are studies focusing on the influence of pa-
rental child-rearing practices. A theme of this work is that certain kinds of
parent—child relationships dispose children to develop the behavioral and
social-cognitive problems that contribute to harassment by peers.

Attachment

Preschool and elementary school children with histories of insecure attach-
ment in infancy, especially anxious/resistant attachment (also called ambiv-
alent attachment and, at older ages, preoccupied attachment), are more
likely than children with prior secure attachment to serve as targets of peer
aggression (Jacobson & Wille, 1986; LaFreniere & Sroufe, 1985; Pastor,
1981; Troy & Sroufe, 1987). Children with anxious/resistant attachments
are easily upset by novelty or stress, express a strong need for the parent in
novel and stressful situations, have trouble separating from the parent, and
are not easily soothed by the parent when upset. Attachment styles are of-
ten stable over time, and when anxious/resistant children are old enough to
join peer groups or to go to school, they tend to be manifestly anxious, to
cry easily, and to explore little. As noted earlier, these attributes encourage
victimization. Furthermore, a central feature of resistantly attached chil-
dren is a conception of the self as unworthy, helpless, and incompetent
(Cassidy & Berlin, 1994)—another important risk factor in victimization
(Egan & Perry, 1998). Insecure attachment continues to be a risk factor for
victimization for many years. For example, Finnegan et al. (1996) found
that elementary and middle school boys who reported clingy, preoccupied
relationships with their mother tended to be victims of peer harassment.

Child-Rearing Practices

A theme emerging from work on the child-rearing correlates of victimiza-
tion is that forms of parental control that threaten the child’s sense of self—
that either impede the individuation process (by limiting the child’s oppor-
tunity to experiment with age-appropriate separation and independence) or
jeopardize the child’s sense of being loved and respected—place the child at
risk for victimization. At least three such forms of parental control have
been linked with victimization.

First, intrusive, overprotective parenting is implicated in victimization
(Bowers, Smith, & Binney, 1994; Finnegan, Hodges, & Perry, 1998; Hart,
Robinson, Nelson, Porter, & Nelson, 1998; Ladd & Ladd, 1998; Olweus,
1978). For example, in a retrospective study with middle school boys,
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Olweus (1978) found the mothers of victimized boys to have treated their
sons as younger than their age, to have infantilized them, and to have been
overcontrolling of their spare-time activities. Ladd and Ladd (1998) con-
firmed the intrusiveness—victimization link in a much younger sample of
children using direct observation. These investigators videotaped the inter-
actions of kindergartners and their mothers at home; they found the inter-
actions of victimized children and their mothers to be unusually emotion-
ally close and the mothers to be intrusively controlling. It is likely that
oversolicitous parenting interferes with the development of agentic behav-
iors (e.g., exploration, physical play, and risk taking) that are valued by
peers (especially male peers) and, by curbing peer experience, impedes the
acquisition of the conflict management skills necessary to negotiate peer
disputes effectively. Thus, such parenting probably leads children to feel
weak and inadequate relative to their peers and to behave anxiously and in-
effectually during peer conflicts. The harmful effects of overprotective par-
enting may also depend on qualities of the child, such as the child’s temper-
ament. For example, Finnegan et al. (1998) found elementary school boys’
reports of maternal overprotectiveness to be associated with victimization
only if the boys also reported feeling afraid and compelled to submit to the
mother during family conflicts. Fearful, compliant children may be more
likely than assertive children to obey and to internalize an overprotective
mother’s autonomy-inhibiting restrictions.

Second, parental psychological control is associated with victimization
(Ladd & Ladd, 1998; Nelson, 1997). Psychological control involves at-
tempts by the parent to constrain, invalidate, or manipulate the child’s
thoughts and feelings (e.g., interrupting the child or telling the child that
she should not feel the way she does; Barber, 1996). This form of control
presumably undermines children’s confidence in the validity of their own
thoughts and feelings and is associated with internalizing symptoms in chil-
dren (Barber, 1996; Barber, Olsen, & Shagle, 1994). One component of
psychological control is love withdrawal (Barber, 1996). Love withdrawal
involves withdrawing, or threatening to withdraw, affection when the child
does not conform to the parent’s wishes. It may serve as a powerful incen-
tive for children to sacrifice their own needs and wants in favor of the par-
ent’s (Maccoby & Martin, 1983). When measured separately, love with-
drawal is associated not only with internalizing symptoms (Zahn-Waxler,
Kochanska, Krupnick, & McKnew, 1990) but also with victimization
(Finnegan et al., 1998).

A third form of parental control implicated in victimization is coercion
(Duncan, 1999a; Finnegan et al., 1998; Kochenderfer, 1996; Nelson, 1997;
Rigby, 1993, 1994). Coercion encompasses direct verbal attacks, bossiness,
sarcasm, and power-assertive discipline and surely undermines the child’s
feelings of being loved and respected. Although coercion is best known as a
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predictor of aggressive behavior (Parke & Slaby, 1983; Patterson, 1982), it
sometimes leads to internalizing problems (Ge, Best, Conger, & Simons,
1996; Greenberger & Chen, 1996), which contribute to victimization (e.g.,
Hodges & Perry, 1999).

In some of the foregoing studies, sex differences in the relations of par-
enting variables to victimization have been evident. Several of these find-
ings suggest that unduly close parenting is especially conducive to victim-
ization for boys, whereas unduly harsh parenting especially leads to
victimization for girls. For example, Finnegan et al. (1998) as well as Ladd
and Ladd (1998) found oversolicitous parenting to be associated with vic-
timization mainly for boys. In contrast, more overtly hostile or threatening
forms of parenting, such as coercion and love withdrawal, have been found
to be more strongly associated with victimization for girls (Finnegan et al.,
1998; Kochenderfer, 1996; Nelson, 1997; Rigby, 1993; 1994). To explain
these sex differences, Finnegan et al. (1998) and Kochenderfer (1996) have
suggested that overprotective parenting is more conducive to self-perceived
inadequacies and victimization for boys because it interferes with the devel-
opment of agentic competencies especially expected of boys, whereas
harsh, relationship-threatening parenting is more conducive to self-doubts
and victimization for girls because it impedes the development of commu-
nal competencies especially expected of girls. At present, this suggestion
must be considered only a hypothesis.

Do the family backgrounds of provocative and passive victims differ?
Not many studies have compared the family experiences of aggressive (pro-
vocative) victims and nonaggressive (passive) victims. One study (Bowers et
al., 1994) found that whereas passive victims were more likely to have
experienced unduly close, enmeshed relationships with family members, pro-
vocative victims were more likely to have experienced a variety of inconsis-
tent and contradictory forms of parenting, including neglect, low monitoring,
paternal absenteeism, and overprotectiveness; this study included both boys
and girls, but sex differences in the relations were not examined. A study with
boys (Schwartz, Dodge, Pettit, & Bates, 1997) was unable to identify distinc-
tive family correlates of passive victims (possibly because relevant measures,
such as overprotectiveness, were not included in the study) but found that ag-
gressive victims were likely to have experienced harsh, disorganized, and
physically abusive home environments. Inconsistent and abusive parenting
tends to be associated with emotional disregulation, misreading of emotional
cues in others (e.g., responding angrily to friendly gestures or to distress cues),
and hostile attributional bias (Howes & Eldredge, 1985; Main & George,
19835; Weiss, Dodge, Bates, & Pettit, 1992). These factors probably contrib-
ute to the provocative behavior of aggressive victims and at the same time
contribute to the disorganized, ineffectual aggressive behaviors that these
children exhibit during peer conflicts.
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In sum, a variety of unfortunate family experiences, including insecure
attachment and inept parenting, appear to increase a child’s chances of
chronic peer harassment. It seems likely that these family factors somehow
increase the probability of children displaying behaviors during peer inter-
actions that invite abuse from aggressive peers, such as submissiveness and
emotional disregulation. But what are the psychological mechanisms re-
sponsible for the links between family experience and victimization-encour-
aging behavior among peers? In the next section, we present a theory of
such linkages.

A SOCIAL-COGNITIVE MODEL OF FAMILY
INFLUENCE ON VICTIMIZATION BY PEERS

In preceding sections, we noted that the salient features of both passive and
provocative victims include an impaired sense of self (e.g., low self-esteem
and low self-efficacy for assertion) as well as affective problems (e.g., anxi-
ety and emotional disregulation) that interfere with effective functioning
during peer conflicts; we suggested that these problems are important prox-
imal attractors of abuse from peers. We also noted that prominent among
the more distal, family influences on victimization are family relationships
(e.g., insecure attachments) and inept child-rearing practices (e.g., over-
protectiveness) that threaten the child’s sense of self. In this section, we
briefly sketch the elements of a testable new model of family influence on
victimization that unites the foregoing findings under a single conceptual
umbrella. Our model emphasizes social-cognitive factors, in that it suggests
that children represent family experiences in the form of “relational
schemas” that they carry with them into peer interactions and that contrib-
ute to victimization by peers. Although our model was developed mainly to
explain links between family experience and victimization, it is a general
model of linkages between children’s functioning in the family and their ad-
aptation within the peer group. Thus, the model also suggests ways that
family experience leads children to behave aggressively toward peers. In the
following paragraphs we develop the basics of our model, compare it with
related paradigms, and suggest how it may be tested.

The Family-Relational Schema Model

Our model is based on the suggestion in the social cognition literature that
people form “relational schemas,” or cognitive structures representing reg-
ularities in patterns of interpersonal relatedness (Baldwin, 1992; Bugental
& Goodnow, 1998; Fiske, 1992). These cognitive structures are hypothe-
sized to include images of self and other, along with scripts for expected
patterns of interaction. Under certain circumstances the structures and as-



Determinants of Chronic Victimization 87

sociated scripts are activated and serve to guide social perception and
behavior. Affect may be attached to a schema, and, if so, is also likely to be
aroused when the schema is activated. Relational schemas may be specific
to particular relationship partners, or they may pertain to classes of part-
ners, contexts, or interactions. We propose that on the basis of repeated ob-
servation of parent and self during critical kinds of interactions, especially
interactions involving conflict and control but also interactions relevant to
satisfaction of the child’s emotional needs, children form “family-relational
schemas,” or schemas involving a representation of typical parent behavior
coupled with a representation of typical self-behavior.

The family-relational schema of central interest here is what we call
the “victim schema,” or a conception of the parent as threatening and con-
trolling (in a way likely to imperil the child’s sense of self) coupled with a
complementary view of the self as helpless and defeated in response. Note
that the victim schema contains two elements: a perception-of-parent part
and a perception-of-self part. The self-perception component especially
may carry a strong self-evaluative component (e.g., feeling incompetent)
and be tagged with negative emotion (e.g., anxiety, depression, guilt, or
shame). We suggest that the victim schema, if sufficiently strong and stable,
may be activated by threatening and controlling behavior exhibited by (or
attributed to) nonparental figures, including peers. Real or perceived threat
by a peer is expected to lead the child who possesses the victim schema to
project or assume qualities or powers in the peer that elicit complementary
helplessness and associated affect (e.g., nervousness) in the self. Moreover,
these victim-like reactions are expected not only to be communicated to the
peer, thereby inviting complementary aggressive behavior, but also to pre-
empt cognitive processing by the child that might lead to more effective
behavior (e.g., assertion).

The foregoing suggestions are consistent with a growing literature on
schema-activated interpersonal functioning in adults. Stable relationship
cognitions are highly accessible during the course of challenging social situ-
ations and, when primed (e.g., by threat), can activate automatic routines
that are played out with little reflective thought (Bargh, Chen, & Burrows,
1996; Bugental & Goodnow, 1998). People are highly sensitive to per-
ceived relative power, and power-based interactions tend to be represented
as a distinct module, used for interpreting experience and guiding action
during power struggles (Bugental & Goodnow, 1998; Fiske, 1992; Markus
& Wurf, 1987). Further, schema-guided actions and emotions tend to elicit
complementary behavior from an interaction partner, thereby confirming
the individual’s expectations and reinforcing the relational schema (Caspi,
1998; Kiesler, 1983; Miller & Turnbull, 1986; Snyder, 1984).

Although the perception-of-parent and perception-of-self components
of the victim schema may contribute separately and incrementally to peer
victimization, we would expect the two components to interact synergisti-
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cally, with more victimization occurring when both elements are present
than would be expected from the simple sum of the two independent com-
ponent effects. When a perception of other as threatening and a perception
of self as weak are both accessible, peer events that trigger one perception
are likely to trigger the other; indeed, each perception should elicit, rein-
force, and magnify the other in the manner of a vicious cycle. In addition,
each component gives added meaning to the other. Perceiving the other as
threatening becomes more frightening when the self is viewed as helpless,
and perceiving the self as helpless is more devastating when the other is
viewed as poised to be hurtful. Thus, we would expect the full, two-component
victim schema to be especially likely to set in motion the chain of cognitive,
affective, and interpersonal events that culminates in victimization.

Variations in the Victim Schema

There are different ways in which the child may perceive the parent as
threatening and controlling, and there are different ways in which the child
may perceive the self as helpless and subordinated. Based on the literature
we reviewed earlier, we envision three major ways in which the child may
perceive the parent to be controlling and threatening that would qualify for
the perception-of-parent component of the victim schema. In particular, we
believe that perceiving the parent to be overprotective, to be psychologi-
cally controlling, or to be coercive can fulfill the perception-of-parent part
of the victim schema. As noted earlier, these forms of parental control are
associated with victimization by peers.

Turning to the perception-of-self component of the victim schema, we
envision two major ways in which children can complement a perception of
the parent as controlling with a perception of the self as helpless. First, chil-
dren may perceive themselves as powerless and subordinated during
parent—child conflicts. Second, children may conceive of themselves as
helpless in ways that suggest an anxious, overdependent emotional attach-
ment to the parent. Emery (1992) has suggested that close relationships in-
volve the negotiation of two main sets of issues—those dealing with power
and those dealing with emotional connection. We are suggesting that chil-
dren can experience the self as a victim in either domain and, moreover,
that in either domain a victim schema places the child at risk for peer vic-
timization. Self-perceptions in these two domains (conflict and attachment)
are discussed in turn.

Parent—child conflicts provide one context in which children can learn
that they are powerless vis-a-vis the parent. Children differ widely in how
they behave during conflicts with their parents. Some degree of assertion
toward the parent during conflicts is healthy (e.g., Kuczynski & Kochan-
ska, 1990). However, some children sacrifice expression of the self during
parent—child power struggles by assuming a victim-like, “compulsively
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compliant” stance (Crittenden & DilLalla, 1988; Finnegan et al., 1998).
Finnegan et al. (1998) asked elementary schoolers to report the degree to
which they characteristically experience each of a wide variety of affective,
behavioral, and cognitive reactions during conflicts with their mothers.
Factor analysis (performed after publication) indicated two dimensions.
The first was labeled “debilitated coping” and was defined by high scores
on fear, compulsive compliance, and self-blame and low scores on self-
efficacy for assertion. The second was labeled “defiant coping” and was
defined by high scores on compulsive noncompliance and endorsement of
aggression toward the mother. A perception of the self as given to debili-
tated coping, then, ought to qualify for the perception-of-self part of the
victim schema. In the Finnegan et al. (1998) data, debilitated coping was
not a strong independent predictor of victimization by peers, but for boys
debilitated coping interacted with perceived maternal overprotectiveness to
predict victimization, with the relation of overprotectivness to victimization
increasing as children reported greater degrees of debilitated coping. Defi-
ant coping was associated with aggression and other externalizing behav-
iors in the peer group.

Children also differ in how they adapt with respect to their needs for
emotional closeness to, and security from, the parent. It is appropriate for
elementary schoolers to use their parents for emotional comforting and as a
secure base for exploration. However, children with anxious, preoccupied
attachments—who presumably feel weak and helpless in the face of unmet
emotional needs—are unable to use the caregiver as a base for expanding
the autonomous self. Rather, they are clingy and helpless in the face of even
minor separations and stressors, and they come to regard themselves as un-
worthy and incompetent (Cassidy & Berlin, 1994). An unfortunate feature
of the attachment literature is the shortage of tools for assessing attachment
styles in children of elementary school age. However, Finnegan et al. (1996)
have recently developed scales to assess children’s perceptions of preoccu-
pied and avoidant relating with a parent. Children who receive high scores
on the preoccupied scale report experiencing a strong need for the parent in
novel and stressful situations, trouble separating from the parent, excessive
concern over the parent’s whereabouts, prolonged upset following reunion,
and trouble exploring or meeting challenges owing to excessive need for the
parent. High scores on the avoidant scale reflect denial of distress and af-
fection concerning the parent, failure to seek the parent when upset, avoid-
ance of the parent during exploration and reunion, and refusal to use the
parent as a task-relevant resource. The two scales are modestly negatively
correlated, but only preoccupied coping predicts internalizing problems
and victimization, and only avoidant coping predicts externalizing prob-
lems (Finnegan et al., 1996; Hodges, Finnegan, & Perry, 1999). Because
preoccupied coping entails self-perceptions of helpless, ineffectual respond-
ing vis-a-vis the parent, a preoccupied self-construal should qualify for the
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perception-of-self part of a victim schema. Preoccupied coping is directly
related to victimization (e.g., Finnegan et al., 1996; Troy & Sroufe, 1987),
but we would expect it also to interact with perceptions of inept parental
control to yield maximal victimization.

To summarize, we have suggested that there exist three main alternate
forms of the perception-of-parent component of the victim schema (per-
ceiving the parent as overprotective, as psychologically controlling, or as
coercive) and two main alternative forms of the perception-of-self compo-
nent of the victim schema (debilitated coping and preoccupied coping). The
three parent forms may be crossed with the two self forms to define six
variants of the victim schema prototype. We believe that all six forms of the
victim schema increase children’s risk for victimization by peers. Concep-
tually, some functional equivalence among the six victim schemas is as-
sumed, in that each is composed of (1) a perception of the parent as power-
ful and controlling in a way that can imperil the child’s sense of self and (2)
a perception of the self as helpless and subordinated in the face of the per-
ceived parental control. However, the particular motivational systems un-
derlying the victim schema may vary from exemplar to exemplar. For ex-
ample, the schema in which the parent is perceived as overprotective and
the self is viewed as preoccupied may represent an “enmeshed” parent—
child system driven by separation anxiety in the parent (cf. Hock, McBride,
& Gnezda, 1989; Hock & Schirtzinger, 1992) and reciprocated by fear of
separation and sacrifice of autonomy in the child. In contrast, a schema in
which the child perceives the parent as coercive and the self as debilitated
during parent—child conflict (e.g., compulsively compliant) may reflect the
child’s adaptation to a fear of more dire consequences (e.g., abuse) that
might result were the child to be more self-assertive (cf. Crittenden &
DiLalla, 1988). At present, we do not have theory to suggest strong differ-
ences among the various forms of the victim schema in contribution to peer
victimization. Rather, we expect all six variants of the victim schema to
promote the kinds of thoughts, feelings, and actions during interactions
with peers that were earlier seen to encourage victimization.

Family-Relational Schemas and Aggression

We believe that certain family-relational schemas are likely to foster aggres-
sion toward peers. One schema likely to promote aggression is that in
which the parent is perceived as aversive (e.g., coercive) and the self is per-
ceived as defiant or avoidant. Although children are known to imitate pa-
rental aggression (Bandura, 1986; Conger, Ge, Elder, Lorenz, & Simons,
1994; Perry, Perry, & Boldizar, 1990), we suggest that this is likely primar-
ily for children who perceive the self as tough, oppositional, and intolerant
of the parent’s hostile control efforts—children with either a defiant or
avoidant coping style. Children with such a schema should have a low
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threshold for perceiving interpersonal threat, but perceived threat should
activate scripts for resistance to control and associated affect (e.g., anger)
that encourage fight rather than flight. Some family-relational schemas
conducive to aggression may involve perception-of-parent components that
are not particularly relevant to victimization. For example, another schema
likely to promote aggression is one in which the parent is perceived as lax
in behavioral control (e.g., low in monitoring the child’s whereabouts and
failing to insist on mature behavior) and the self is perceived as defiant or
avoidant. One interpretation of such a pattern is that the child has a con-
ception of self as having successfully subordinated (or at least exhausted)
the parent during power struggles.

That the foregoing schemas should be associated with aggression is
consistent with a substantial literature on the patterns of family interaction
conducive to aggressive development. For example, the suggestion that
children who conceive of their parents as coercive and themselves as defiant
are likely to be aggressive is consistent with the fact that aggressive children
and their parents tend to engage in repetitive cycles of escalating, reciprocal
coercion (Patterson, 1982). Parental permissiveness (lax behavioral con-
trol) and child resistance to control is another combination of parent and
child attributes reliably associated with aggressive development (Bates,
Pettit, Dodge, & Ridge, 1998). Schemas in which the child conceives of the
self as avoidant or dismissing of the parent should also be conducive to ag-
gression, given that avoidant attachments predict aggression and other an-
tisocial conduct in the peer group (Hodges, Finnegan, & Perry, 1999;
Rubin et al., 1998). Avoidant relating probably interferes with the develop-
ment of emotional closeness and prosocial feelings (e.g., empathy) and fos-
ters a self-promoting and inflated self-concept focused on satisfying one’s
own needs with little regard for the needs of others (Finnegan et al., 1996).
It seems likely that an avoidant style of relating will be especially likely to
predict antisocial conduct if accompanied by a perception of the parent as
hostile and unfair (coercive) or as neglectful (lax). In summary, we would
expect certain combinations of the perception-of-parent and perception-of-
self components of the family-relational schema (i.e., coercive—defiant,
coercive—avoidant, lax—defiant, and lax-avoidant) to be especially condu-
cive to aggressive development, much in the same way that we expect the
perception-of-parent and perception-of-self components of the victim
schema to combine to yield maximal victimization.

Earlier we suggested that children with the family-relational victim
schema give off signals indicating that they are likely to yield to others’
control attempts. It seems likely that children who possess the schemas we
are now suggesting to encourage aggressive behavior will be the very chil-
dren most likely to take advantage of children who emit victim-like signals.
Aggression-promoting schemas cast the self in a dominant, controlling role
vis-a-vis others and blunt one’s empathic sensitivities to signs of distress;
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thus, children who behave in victim-like ways will be the perfect foil for the
schemas and scripts of aggressively inclined children. In essence, then, the
family-relational schema model views aggressor—victim exchanges and rela-
tionships as reflecting the confluence of two children’s relationship histo-
ries—the aggressor’s and the victim’s.

Passive and Provocative Victims

It is perhaps easy to see how the victim schemas we have described may
contribute to children’s becoming passive victims. We noted that these chil-
dren are anxious, self-doubting, and tend to submit quickly rather than to
fight back when attacked. Such reactions are what one might expect from
children with a predisposition to perceive threatening others as powerful
and themselves as weak and helpless. However, some victimized children
are provocative victims, who are both victimized and aggressive in the peer
group. Because a family-relational schema approach assumes some consis-
tency in behavior, its ability to explain the “dual role” status of these chil-
dren may be questioned. It is possible that family-relational schemas do in-
fluence the behavior of these children, however. One possibility is that these
children possess family-relational schemas conducive to aggression but are
physically weak or emotionally disregulated; thus, they behave aggressively
yet lose their disputes and are victimized. This idea would fit with the fact
that the aggression of provocative victims is ineffectual, causing them to
lose their fights amidst displays of frustration and emotional distress (Perry,
Williard, & Perry, 1990; Perry et al., 1992). Another possibility is that pro-
vocative victims possess a victim schema in which the parent is perceived as
coercive and the self is seen as helpless. For these children, threat cues may
activate a dominant helpless response, leading to victimization, but at the
same time the children may imitate, ineffectually, the coercive responses
they have observed their parents make. In contrast, children who are ag-
gressive but not victimized—effectual bullies who coolly and swiftly dis-
pose of adversaries—may possess a very different family-relational schema,
perhaps the one noted earlier in which the parent is perceived as lax in
behavioral control and the self is viewed as avoidant or defiant.

Sex Differences in the Schemas Conducive to Victimization

The specific variants of the victim schema conducive to victimization may
vary somewhat with the sex of the child. Both Finnegan et al. (1998) and
Kochenderfer (1996) have suggested that gender-atypical parenting (e.g.,
coercion for girls and overprotectiveness for boys) may contribute to vic-
timization by interfering with children’s acquisition of the gender-norma-
tive competencies (e.g., communal skills for girls and agentic behaviors for
boys) that help children become well-accepted members of the peer group.
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Consequently, schemas involving perceived parental coercion may espe-
cially contribute to victimization for girls, whereas schemas involving per-
ceived parental overprotectiveness may especially lead to victimization for
boys. In addition, Finnegan et al. (1998) suggested an alternate route to vic-
timization that may be particularly likely for girls. Girls who develop a mu-
tually coercive relationship with a parent (i.e., who view the parent as hos-
tile and the self as defiant) may come to exhibit oppositional or aggressive
behavior in the peer group; this may be viewed as sex-inappropriate behav-
ior, leading the girls to be rejected and victimized (as well as aggressive).

Comparison with Related Paradigms

Our approach is consonant with a systems approach to family process (e.g.,
Hinde, 1989; Minuchin, 1985) in that our family-relational schemas are in-
tended to capture children’s cognitive representations of the kinds of
engrained and recurrent patterns of complementary and reciprocal behav-
ior described by systems theorists. Moreover, consistent with the systems
perspective, our approach does not address the origins of parent—child
interaction patterns but rather takes the existence of established patterns,
as mentally represented by the child, as the starting point for prediction of
children’s behavior in the peer group. We imagine that family-relational
schemas derive from patterns of parent—child interaction that rest on inter-
plays between parent and child factors (e.g., temperament), but our model
does not formally address the origins of these cognitions.

Our approach allows for an integration of two other schools of
thought that have hitherto been treated as entirely distinct—the attachment
perspective and the socialization perspective. Attachment theorists empha-
size that as children grow older, it is increasingly necessary to assess attach-
ment at the level of representation, or in terms of children’s “internal work-
ing models” (e.g., Bretherton, 1985; Sroufe & Fleeson, 1986). Internal
working models are nearly always described as consisting of a representa-
tion of the parent coupled with a complementary representation of the self,
yet we know of not one study in which dual perceptions of parent and of
self have been systematically assessed in children in a way that approxi-
mates the recommended formula for assessing attachment style. Our assess-
ments of family-relational schemas are a step in this direction. Moreover,
the socialization literature contributes to these assessments by suggesting
alternative forms the perception-of-parent component can take. Attach-
ment constructs also complement socialization constructs by suggesting
that preoccupied and avoidant coping crucially decide the nature of the
maladjustment deriving from security-threatening perceptions of inept par-
enting.

Our approach is also consistent with recent suggestions that important
child outcomes often derive from interactions of parent variables with child
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variables. Although some theorists have argued that such interactions
should not be expected (e.g., Scarr, 1992, who suggests that although gene—
environment correlation is common, gene—environment interaction is un-
likely), a number of recent studies suggest that parent X child interactions
are more common than previously thought (e.g., Bates et al., 1998; Collins,
Maccoby, Steinberg, Hetherington, & Bornstein, 2000; Hetherington,
1989; Kagan, 1994; Kochanska, 1995; Moffitt, 1993; Plomin & Rutter,
1998; Rothbart & Ahadi, 1994; Rubin, Hastings, Stewart, Henderson, &
Chen, 1997). Certain interactions are replicable and highly relevant to our
model. For example, child inhibited temperament combines with maternal
overprotectiveness to create anxiety disorder (Kagan, 1994; Rubin et al.,
1997), and child resistance-to-control interacts synergistically with lax pa-
rental control to create maximal aggression (Bates et al., 1998). Such find-
ings make more plausible our hypothesis that the two components of the
family-relational schema will interact to predict victimization (and aggres-
sion) in the peer group.

Testing the Model

To test the proposed model, children would be assessed for their percep-
tions of different forms of parental control and for their perceptions of how
they cope during interactions with their parents, and these assessments
would be used to predict changes in aggression and victimization over time.
It would be expected that perceptions of the forms of parental control hy-
pothesized to fulfill the perception-of-parent component of the victim
schema (e.g., overprotectiveness) would interact with perceptions of the
forms of coping hypothesized to occupy the perception-of-self component
(e.g., debilitated coping) to influence victimization. It would also be ex-
pected that certain forms of perceived parental control would interact with
certain perceptions of self to encourage aggressive behavior. Because indi-
vidual differences in victimization tend to stabilize during the latter years of
elementary school, it would be ideal to see whether schemas assessed when
children are in, say, the third or fourth grade predict patterns of victimiza-
tion over the ensuing 2 or 3 years.

A comprehensive test of the proposed model would involve assessing
children’s perceptions of four forms of parental control and four forms of
coping by the self. Three of the four forms of parental control would be the
forms of control we noted earlier to be linked with victimization: over-
protectiveness, psychological control, and coercion. The fourth form of
perceived parental control we suggest assessing is behavioral control (e.g.,
monitoring and demands for mature behavior). We suggest including chil-
dren’s perceptions of behavioral control for two reasons. First, behavioral
control serves as a “control” form of parental control. That is, our theoreti-
cal analysis suggests that only forms of parental control that threaten the
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child’s sense of self should serve as the perception-of-parent part of a vic-
tim’s schema; behavioral control is unlikely to threaten, and may even for-
tify, the child’s sense of self, given that it communicates parental investment
in the child’s development of personal and social competencies. Thus, in-
cluding behavioral control would permit a test of the hypothesis that only
forms of parental control that imperil the child’s sense of self promote vic-
timization. Second, including behavioral control would allow one to test
the hypothesis that aggressive development is encouraged by a schema in
which the parent is perceived as lax in behavioral control and the self is
perceived as defiant or as avoidant.

We recommend that the perception-of-self component of the family-
relational schema also be assessed in four ways. Two are relevant to how
children cope with parent—child conflict (debilitated coping and defiant
coping), and two are relevant to how children cope with attachment issues
(preoccupied coping and avoidant coping). Debilitated coping and preoccu-
pied coping are viewed as satisfying the perception-of-self component of
the victim schema. Defiant coping and avoidant coping are included as
“control” conditions (i.e., forms of coping not conceptualized as part of the
victim schema) and because they are expected to help in the prediction of
aggression toward peers.

The four perception-of-parent dimensions may be crossed with the
four perception-of-self dimensions to define 16 family-relational schemas.
Table 3.1 depicts these combinations and indicates 6 that represent variants
of the victim schema prototype. Four of the remaining 10 combinations
represent schemas that we have suggested promote aggressive behavior and
therefore may be said to represent variations of an “aggressor schema.”
These schemas are coercive—defiant, coercive—avoidant, lax—defiant, and
lax—-avoidant.

The primary hypotheses would be that variants of the victim schema
will promote victimization and that variants of the aggressor schema will

TABLE 3.1. Combinations of Perceived Parenting Variables and Perceived Self
Variables That Define Family-Relational Schemas, Including the Victim Schema

Perceived parental control

Perceived self-coping Overprotective  Psychological ~ Coercive ~ Behavioral

Conflict domain
Debilitated coping VS VS VS —
Defiant coping — — — —

Attachment domain
Preoccupied coping VS VS VS —
Avoidant coping — — — —

Note. VS, victim schema.
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promote aggression over time. However, it would also be worthwhile to in-
clude assessments of the cognitive, affective, and behavioral reactions chil-
dren can experience during peer interactions that presumably mediate ef-
fects of the victim and aggressor schemas on their respective outcomes (i.e.,
victimization or aggression). For example, one might include assessments
of children’s perceptions of self-efficacy for assertion, nervous expectation
of aversive treatment by peers, characterological self-blame, emotional
disregulation, reactions to teasing and bullying, and conflict management
styles. A comprehensive study, therefore, would involve assessing children’s
(1) family-relational schemas, (2) thoughts, feelings, and behaviors in the
peer group that presumably mediate influences of family-relational schemas,
and (3) victimization and aggression.

CONCLUDING COMMENTS

Given the central roles assigned to family experience and cognition in con-
temporary accounts of social development (Bandura, 1986; Bugental &
Goodnow, 1998; Maccoby & Martin, 1983; Parke & Buriel, 1998), it is
surprising that so little formal theory has been developed to address the in-
fluence of children’s cognitive representations of parent—child interaction
on development. Indeed, theory and research on children’s cognitive repre-
sentations of parent—child interaction have fallen behind the rich, informa-
tive, and voluminous work on children’s cognitive representations of peer
interaction (e.g., Crick & Dodge, 1994; Rubin & Krasnor, 1986). The
model proposed herein constitutes an attempt to redress this situation by
offering a model of family-relational cognition that (1) builds on recent the-
ory and research on adult relationship cognition (e.g., Baldwin, 1992), (2)
is congruent with other recent work attesting to the importance of repre-
sentations of self in relation to significant others for children’s adjustment
(e.g., Harter, 1998), (3) integrates concepts from the hitherto disparate at-
tachment and socialization literatures, (4) recognizes the crucial role of
child variables (e.g., coping styles) in moderating relations of parental
behavior to peer outcomes, and (5) offers a new source of hypotheses for
researching links between the family and peer systems in children’s social
adaptation.

By proposing that victimization is sometimes an outgrowth of chil-
dren’s representations of their interactions with their parents, we do not
mean to lay the blame for victimization fully, or even primarily, on parental
behavior. Many factors besides parental treatment contribute to victimiza-
tion, and at present it is not possible to estimate the relative impact of vari-
ous risk factors on children’s victimization by peers. Furthermore, even
though parental behavior at home may sometimes initiate a chain of events
that culminates in a child’s victimization by peers, we believe that the pri-
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mary responsibility for protecting children from victimization must lie with
personnel who are charged with children’s safety while at school—school
administrators and teachers. Indeed, variations in the attitudes of school
personnel toward bullying may play a large role in determining whether
children who possess risk factors for victimization actually become chronic
victims of peer abuse. Victimization is likely to be minimized when school
personnel are sensitive to the issue of bullying and are committed to moni-
toring and reducing it. Clearly, more research attention should be devoted
to the role of school context and climate in promoting and preventing vic-
timization.
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Self-Views versus Peer
Perceptions of Victim Status
among Early Adolescents

JAANA JUVONEN, ADRIENNE NISHINA,
and SANDRA GRAHAM

Peer harassment is most typically assessed using self-ratings or peer nomi-
nations (e.g., Pellegrini, Chapter 5, this volume). Researchers contend that
self-reports should be relied upon because it is children themselves who are
in the best position to know whether they are victimized. Similarly, peers
are presumed to be excellent informants because they are privy to harass-
ment incidents that often take place in situations with no adult observers.
Despite the reasonable face validity of the two measures and despite the
fact that self-perceptions and peer perceptions are assessed in the same
classroom or school context, the data from the two sources are only moder-
ately correlated. The correlation coefficients typically range from .2 to .4
(e.g., Crick & Bigbee, 1998; Graham & Juvonen, 1998; Osterman et al.,
1994, Pellegrini, Chapter 5, this volume). This means that, at most, the two
measures share only about 16% of the variance.

The lack of correspondence between the two types of measures and in-
consistent findings across studies that rely on either self-reports or peer re-
ports raise questions about the validity of the data. For example, with re-
gard to prevalence estimates, self-reports yield higher rates of victimization
than do peer nominations even when similar cutoff scores are utilized (e.g.,
Schuster, 1996). Self-reports are believed to provide inflated rather than ac-
curate estimates of harassment as compared with peer reports (e.g.,
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Osterman et al., 1994). Thus, self-reports are considered less valid than
peer reports.

Rather than trying to prove one method to be superior to the other, we
contend that self-report and peer perception data are complementary. Our
goal in this chapter is to convey that discrepant findings across studies,
which rely on different sources of data on peer harassment, are meaningful
and can help us better understand the phenomenon of peer victimization
from multiple perspectives. However, before we argue for the complemen-
tary nature of self-perceptions and peer perceptions, we provide a concep-
tual rationale for these two sources of data.

We propose that self-views and peer perceptions represent distinct con-
structs: subjective experiences and social reputation. Self-report data allow
us to understand the subjective experiences of peer victimization. Accord-
ing to Rosenzweig, “A unique organization of events through time distin-
guishes one person from others in terms of peculiar experiential history
from which recurrent idiodynamic norms are derived” (1986, p. 242).
Thus, self-perceptions are subjective and not necessarily verifiable by other
sources of data. This does not, however, mean that self-views are random
or irrational, but that self-assessments are made from the child’s private
frame of reference. Peer perceptions, in contrast, assess the child’s social
reputation. Reputational assessment reflects agreement or consensus among
group members about the relative standing of an individual. There is a
shared norm of reference as classmates nominate or rate one another re-
garding victimization.

Assuming that the two sources of data reflect different norms (private
and idiodynamic vs. public and comparative), it is not surprising that self-
and peer reports are not closely related. Furthermore, if self-views and peer
perceptions of victim status represent distinct constructs, the lack of over-
lap is to be expected. However, if self-views and peer perceptions indeed
tap different constructs (subjective experiences and peer social reputation),
then they should each have unique correlates. Using preliminary data from
our own research, we provide examples of distinct correlates and unique
antecedents for self-reported victimization and peer-perceived victim repu-
tation among early adolescents. Emphasizing the complementary perspec-
tives of the two methods, we conclude our review with a conceptual model
in which both subjective self-views of victim status and victim reputation
are used to predict middle school students’ school functioning.

DISCREPANT SELF-VIEWS AND PEER PERCEPTIONS

Although low correspondence across different rater sources is not uncom-
mon (e.g., Achenbach, McConaughy, & Howell, 1987), little is known
about the correlates of discrepant rater perspectives. Comparisons between
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congruent and incongruent self-views and peer viewpoints may be able to
shed some light on the unique contributions of self and peers as sources of
information. To demonstrate this point, we provide an example from our
research in which the correlates of congruent versus incongruent self-views
and peer perceptions of victim status were examined.

Victims of peer harassment were identified on the basis of self-
perceived victimization scores and peer nominations in a sample of about
400 sixth- and seventh-grade students (12- to 13-year-olds) in middle
school (Graham & Juvonen, 1998). The self-perception scale consisted of
four items from the Peer Victimization Scale (PVS; Neary & Joseph, 1994).
Students were presented with two choices and asked to judge which type of
person was more like them (e.g., “Some kids are often picked on by other
kids, BUT Other kids are not picked on by other kids.”) The other three
questions tapped name calling, public ridicule, and physical victimization.
The internal reliability of the scale was satisfactory (o= .77). To assess peer
reputations, there were two peer nomination questions tapping victimiza-
tion (“Who gets picked on or pushed around?” and “Who gets put down
or made fun of?”). The composites of these two items (r = .85) were stan-
dardized within classrooms. The bivariate correlation between self-percep-
tions and peer nominations was moderate (r = .31).

Identification of Subgroups

As shown in Table 4.1, four groups were identified using self-ratings and
peer nominations of victim status. The data in Table 4.1 show that al-
though there was some agreement between peer and self-reports in identify-
ing (“true”) victims and nonvictimized youth, there were also considerable
discrepancies. Youth who perceived themselves as victims (score above 0.5
SD on the self-report scale) but who were not viewed by their classmates as
victimized (standardized peer nomination score below the mean) were la-
beled “paranoids,” consistent with the Perry, Kusel, and Perry (1988) term.

TABLE 4.1. Four-Group Analysis Based on Self-Perceived Victim Status and
Peer Reputation

Self-perceived victim status

Low (< mean)  High (> .5 SD above

the mean)
Weak (< mean) Nonvictims “Paranoids”
Peer reputation n =165 (56%) n =69 (23%)
of a victim
St S5 SD
rong (> “Deniers” “True” victims

bove th
above the mean) =29 (7%) 7 = 40 (14%)




108 CONCEPTUAL AND METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES

Those who had reputations as victims, but who did not see themselves as
victimized, were in turn labeled “deniers” (self-perceived victim rating be-
low the mean, and peer nominations 0.5 SD above the mean). We chose
these labels to highlight the discrepancy between self- and peer views (cf.
Perry et al., 1988), not because we thought that “paranoids” were mis-
taken in viewing themselves as victims or that “deniers” did not accept or
were not aware of their reputation.

The size of the subgroups identified by the aforementioned criteria was
consistent with research on extreme groups (see Table 4.1). Based on self-
reports, a greater number of students were identified as victims (40 “true”
victims and 69 “paranoids,” totaling 109), as compared with those identi-
fied based on peer reports (40 “true” victims and 21 “deniers,” totaling
61). Note that only 31% (40/130) of the victim groups were consistently
identified across the two measures. When more stringent cutoff scores were
used to identify these subgroups (e.g., 1 SD rather than 0.5 SD above the
mean), similar proportions of victims, “paranoids,” and “deniers” were
identified in this particular sample.

Statistically speaking, the relative number of self-identified and peer-
identified victims was not surprising. Whereas the self-report data were
normally distributed, the peer nomination data were skewed, with large
numbers of youth receiving 0 to 2 victim nominations and only a few ob-
taining numbers of nominations that reflect consensus among classmates.
Such distributions might reflect the different scaling between the two mea-
sures (i.e., rating scale vs. nominations). However, we presume that the dis-
tributions reflect the true nature of the phenomenon. Many youth experi-
ence peer intimidation in one form or another, whereas only a few
individuals are obvious to others because of their plight.

Regardless of the reasons for discrepant rates of self- and peer-identi-
fied victims, the data in Table 4.1 underscore one of the dilemmas associ-
ated with the nonshared predictive power of self-report and peer-nomina-
tion measures: If the assessment of victim status relies on only one method,
certain subgroups or “at-risk” groups are not identified. In our example, a
substantial number (53% of all victimized youth, i.e., “paranoids”) would
not be identified if the assessment relied only on peer reports. On the other
hand, if victims are identified solely on the basis of self-ratings, a meaning-
ful subgroup (16% of victims, i.e., “deniers”), who are labeled by their
peers as victims, would not be identified.

Correlates of Discrepant Self-Views and Peer Perceptions

Although the implications of the data sources for identification purposes
were clear, we did not know how meaningful the presented classification
was. It was not clear whether different types of victims were identified us-
ing the two sources of data. Therefore, we compared the four groups in
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terms of their social status (i.e., peer acceptance and rejection) and psycho-
logical well-being (i.e., self-worth, social anxiety, and loneliness). The com-
parisons revealed that those who had a reputation as victims (i.e., both “de-
niers” and “true” victims) were more rejected and less accepted than those
who did not have such a reputation (i.e., “paranoids” and nonvictims, see
Table 4.2). But examination of the psychological (rather than social) corre-
lates revealed a different picture. In general, those who perceived them-
selves as victims (i.e., “true” victims and “paranoids”) rated themselves as
worse off than those who did not consider themselves as victimized (i.e.,
“deniers” and nonvictims; see Table 4.2).

The differential contributions of self-perceived victim status and victim
reputation are best demonstrated when self-perceived victim status and
peer-nominated victim status are used as continuous variables in regression
analyses. When the two social adjustment indicators were predicted by self-
report and peer-nomination data, only peer-nominated victim scores pre-
dicted acceptance and rejection. These findings were consistent with the
group comparisons (Table 4.2) and demonstrate that peer status is related
not to how youth view themselves, but rather to their public image.

Self-reported adjustment, in turn, was primarily (but not entirely) pre-
dicted by self-reported victim scores. When peer-nomination scores were
entered before self-perceived victimization scores in the regression analyses,
they predicted social anxiety and loneliness, but not self-worth. When the
order of peer nominations and self-ratings of victimization were reversed to
examine whether peer nominations predicted adjustment over and above
the prediction of self-rated victim status, peer nominations predicted only
feelings of loneliness (see Table 4.3). Specifically, it was found that al-
though self-reported victimization predicted self-worth (B = .31, p <.001)
and social anxiety (B = .33, p < .001), as well as loneliness (B = .22, p <
.001), victim reputation predicted over and beyond self-reports only for
loneliness (B = .13, p < .01). This means that whereas feelings of self-worth

TABLE 4.2. Mean Differences in the Dependent Variables as a Function
of Victim Status Group

Victims Paranoids Deniers Nonvictims

Variable (n = 40) (n = 69) (n =21) (n = 165)
Peer reactions

Rejection 0.62, -0.15; 0.55, -0.24,

Acceptance -0.65, 0.18, -0.54, 0.17;
Personal adjustment

Self-worth 2.88,4 2.80, 3.19, ¢ 3.24,

Social anxiety 18.23, 17.49, 14.14, 14.36,

Loneliness 35.53, 31.90p 31.574 b, ¢ 29.13.

Note. Peer reactions are standard scores. Row means with different subscripts are significantly different at
p < .05 using Duncan’s Multiple Range Test.
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TABLE 4.3. Hierarchical Regressions Predicting Indicators
of Psychological Adjustment

Self-worth Social anxiety Loneliness
AR’ B AR’ B AR’ B

Step 1 .00 .01 03%*

Sex -.05 .05 -.06

Bully nominations -.01 -.09 —16%*
Step 2 .09%** 2EEE 07***

Self-reported victimization =31%%* 33 2 EEE
Step 3 .00 .00 .01%

Victim reputation .05 .04 3%
Total R? .09 13 11

Note. B, standardized regression coefficients at the final step of the analysis.
*p < .05 **p < .01; ***p < .001.

and social anxiety are uniquely predicted only by self-reported victimiza-
tion ratings, feelings of loneliness are independently affected by both peer
nominations and self-ratings of victim status.

Taken together, our comparisons of victim subgroups supplemented by
regression analyses suggest that self-perceived and peer-perceived victim sta-
tus have partly independent correlates during early adolescence. Peer reputa-
tion is integrally linked with peer group attitudes, whereas personal adjust-
ment is predicted primarily by self-views. Had we utilized only one measure
of victimization, different findings would have emerged. For example, had we
relied only on peer nominations of victimization, we would have concluded
that harassment is not associated with low self-worth and social anxiety. Ac-
cordingly, we could have concluded that peer harassment is not related to
lack of acceptance or rejection, had we relied only on self-rating of victimiza-
tion. We now review prior research in light of our findings.

Within- and Cross-Informant Correlates

The analyses of the correlates of self-reported versus peer-reported victim-
ization can be analyzed in a 2 x 2 design in which both victimization and
adjustment variables rely on either self-reports or peer-reports (see Table
4.4). There is strong support for the relation between self-reported harass-
ment and self-reported adjustment outcomes (see cell A in Table 4.4), such
as depressed mood, anxiety, loneliness, and negative self-views (e.g., Austin
& Joseph, 1996; Boulton & Underwood, 1992; Kochenderfer & Ladd,
1996a, 1996b; Kumpulainen et al., 1998; Olweus, 1993; Slee, 1994). Simi-
larly, there is strong support for cell D, which represents the associations
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TABLE 4.4. Four Sets of Relations between Victim Ratings and Adjustment Ratings
Victim ratings

Self Peer
Self A B
Adjustment ratings ¢ ‘
Peer C ‘ D

between peer-reported victimization and peer-reported adjustment indices,
including lack of acceptance and rejection (e.g., Boivin & Hymel, 1997;
Boivin, Hymel, & Bukowski, 1995; Hodges & Perry, 1999; Neary & Jo-
seph, 1994; Perry et al., 1988; Schwartz, Dodge, & Coie, 1993). Both cells
A and D depict within-rater source relations, where the associations are in-
deed expected to be high and often attributed to shared method variance.

Our review of the peer victimization research pertaining to the other
two cells documenting cross-informant relations was more limited. There
was especially little support for cell C, showing that self-reported victim
status is related to peer-rated adjustment outcomes. There is, however, con-
siderable evidence for reliable associations between peer nominations and
psychological adjustment (see cell B in Table 4.4; cf. Boivin et al., 1995;
Bjorkqvist, Ekman, & Lagerspetz, 1982; Callaghan & Joseph, 1995; Crick
& Bigbee, 1998; Lagerspetz, Bjorkqvist, Berts, & King, 1982; Neary & Jo-
seph, 1994). This is where our findings are inconsistent with prior research.
We suspect that at least two critical issues may account for this difference:
The findings may vary, depending on (1) the type of psychological adjust-
ment index used and (2) the age of the subjects.

Nature of Adjustment Indices

As demonstrated earlier, of the three indicators of psychological adjust-
ment, self-worth was least and feelings of loneliness most strongly pre-
dicted by peer nominations in our early adolescent sample. Thus, the re-
sults regarding the relation between peer-perceived victim status and
psychological adjustment could be in part determined by the type of psy-
chological indicator used. Most studies that show a link between peer-
perceived victim status and a self-rated index of adjustment include a mea-
sure of loneliness or self-perceived social acceptance (e.g., Boivin et al.,
1995; Boivin & Hymel, 1997; Callaghan & Joseph, 1995; Egan & Perry,
1998; Neary & Joseph, 1994). Thus, peer nominations and self-assessed
social relations are naturally more likely to be correlated than peer nomina-
tions and self-assessment of worthiness or mood. Such findings convey the
high discriminant validity of peer nominations.
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Age

Most of the studies in which a reliable relation between peer-perceived vic-
tim status and psychological adjustment has been found have been con-
ducted with younger children (typically fourth- and fifth-grade students,
i.e., 9- to 11-year-olds). We suspect that there may be a stronger relation
between peer perceptions of victimization and self-rated adjustment among
younger children than among early adolescents. In general, self-ratings are
more consistent with other perceptions (e.g., peer ratings) in middle child-
hood than in early or middle adolescence (see, for review, Harter, 1998).
This age-related difference could mean that self-views become more subjec-
tive and hence more difficult to predict from “outside sources” as children
approach adolescence. Clearly, more research is needed to examine differ-
ences in within-informant and across-informant relations regarding a range
of adjustment indices and age groups.

In sum, our findings suggest that when only one method of assessment
is used, findings are likely to be limited in scope, depending on the type of
outcome data that are used. However, although studies that rely solely on
assessment of self-perceptions or on peer perceptions of victimization may
be restricted, they can each highlight an important aspect of the phenome-
non. We propose that more research should be focused on identifying the
unique correlates of these different measures. Specifically, research designed
to identify various antecedents that influence the formation of subjective
peer victimization experiences and the acquisition of peer reputation within
a group is needed. We now turn to examples of such attempts, based on our
data derived from middle school youth.

ANTECEDENTS OF SELF-PERCEIVED VICTIM STATUS

Although up to 70% of students report that they have experienced peer ha-
rassment at school at some point (Hoover, Oliver, & Hazler, 1992), far
fewer students consider themselves frequently harassed (see Ladd & Ladd,
Chapter 1, this volume). Furthermore, the frequency of harassment experi-
ences does not correspond isomorphically with perceived victim status
(Ladd & Ladd, Chapter 1, this volume). This suggests that not all incidents
have the same meaning or carry the same weight for the victimized child.
For example, being harassed by an unpopular classmate who is considered
a “nuisance” may not matter as much as a put-down from a popular ring-
leader whom everyone fears and respects. Similarly, a youth can be ha-
rassed about a behavior or physical characteristic that may be a source of
(private) pride, such as being smart, versus being teased about an issue that
indeed is a sore spot (e.g., being poor).

Given the unique history of each child, it is impossible to determine
which remarks, undertones, and actions of peers are interpreted as harass-
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ment. However, some generalizations may be possible. For example, a
number of investigators in the current volume recognize that there are gen-
eral sensitive issues or domains for certain age and gender constellations
that bullies are most likely to target. For example, Crick et al. (Chapter 8,
this volume) suggest that manipulation of social relations (e.g., exclusion
from the group) is especially detrimental for older youth, and for girls in
particular. Craig et al. (Chapter 10, this volume), in turn, propose that in
early adolescence, when there is great variation in pubertal timing, sexual
harassment may emerge as a new form of victimization and can be targeted
specifically at those individuals whose sexuality may be a source of embar-
rassment (i.e., those who mature either late or early as compared with their
peers).

Contextual Antecedents of Subjective Victimization Experiences

In addition to the types of victimization (e.g., relational, sexual, etc.) and
the specific reasons for harassment (e.g., being smart vs. poor), there are
other factors that determine whether the frequency of harassment affects a
person’s subjective perception of being a victim. In a recent study that relied
on a daily report methodology (Nishina & Juvonen, 2000), the effects of
personally encountered, as well as witnessed, incidents of peer harassment
on self-perceived victim status were examined. Students wrote in daily dia-
ries at the end of each school day, describing events that had taken place on
that particular day. Specifically, students were asked to describe whether
they had been “picked on” and whether they had witnessed someone else
being picked on during the school day.

Data on personally experienced and witnessed peer harassment inci-
dents were collected on 4 different days during a 2-week period. Data on
self-perceived victim status were collected on the first and the last day of
the study, 2 weeks apart. Self-perceived victim status was assessed using the
same scale as in our previous study (i.e., modified scale by Neary & Joseph,
1994), in which youth responded to items regarding being “laughed at,
shoved around, ridiculed, and picked on by classmates.” Although the self-
perceived victim scores were rather stable across the 2-week period (r = .71,
p < .001), we tested whether reports of peer harassment could account for
any changes in self-perceived victim status across the 2 weeks of data col-
lection, assuming that such information would shed some light on the for-
mation of self-perceived victim status.

The data revealed that the frequency of personally experienced inci-
dents of peer harassment did not predict changes in self-rated victim status
over the 2-week period. Instead, it was the combination of personally expe-
rienced and witnessed reports that predicted changes in self-perceptions.
Personally experienced incidents predicted stronger perceptions of victim-
ization only for those youth who did no# report witnessing anyone else be-
ing harassed. For students who reported having witnessed a minimum of
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one incident during the 4 days, there was no relationship between the num-
ber of personally encountered incidents and changes in self-perceived vic-
tim status (Nishina & Juvonen, 2000).

Based on these findings, we believe that social comparison information
about others’ plights as compared with one’s own plight is a critical contex-
tual antecedent that shapes self-appraisals. If a person detects that others
are also harassed, then the personally experienced frequency of the negative
experiences no longer corresponds with changes in that person’s self-assess-
ment of victim status. We presume that observations about others being the
target of harassment can buffer youth from perceiving themselves as vic-
tims, because the attributions are likely to shift from the self to the situa-
tional or contextual conditions (Kelley, 1973). In other words, when a stu-
dent realizes that others are also harassed, the reason for victimization
cannot be attributed only to “me” (cf. Graham & Juvonen, Chapter 2, this
volume).

Interestingly, it seems that prevention efforts, such as comprehensive
schoolwide programs (e.g., Olweus, 1993, 1994; Rigby, Chapter 13, this
volume), alter social comparison information in a very meaningful way:
One of the first steps in program implementation involves public recogni-
tion of the prevalence of peer harassment. Thus, many of those students
who consider peer harassment as their personal problem may come to real-
ize that the phenomenon is much more widespread. The sense that one is
sharing the plight with others may alleviate some of the self-related conse-
quences of peer victimization. However, this does not mean that a percep-
tion of being in a hostile environment (i.e., “many kids get harassed”) is de-
sirable, because such a perception in turn increases feelings of anxiety
(Nishina & Juvonen, 2000).

Taken together, subjective self-views of peer victimization are shaped
by a person’s own history as well as that person’s perceptions of his or her
unique versus shared plight. Personal relationship histories are obviously
difficult to study unless longitudinal research is conducted (see Ladd &
Ladd, Chapter 1, this volume). However, on the interpersonal side, concur-
rent social comparisons shape the self-views of youth. Whereas the inability
to see that others are targets of peer harassment places children at increased
risk for developing more negative beliefs about themselves as victims (see
also Graham & Juvonen, Chapter 2, this volume), perceptions of a shared
plight protect youth from forming such self-views.

ANTECEDENTS OF PEER-PERCEIVED VICTIM STATUS

Although it has been long recognized that reputational assessment (e.g.,
Moreno, 1934) yield powerful data that predict concurrent as well as sub-
sequent adjustment outcomes (e.g., Cowen, Pederson, Babigian, Izzo, &
Trost, 1973), little is known about the process of acquiring a negative repu-
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tation. We can presume that peer observers construct a reputation based on
repeated observations of a particular behavior or plight. However, ethno-
graphic investigations suggest that reputations are sometimes created with
little “data” or are based on false beliefs. For example, Eder (1995) depicts
a case in which a middle school student is incorrectly labeled as gay. In
spite of the falseness of this label, however, the youth is ridiculed and tor-
mented because of his presumed sexual orientation. Thus, once a reputa-
tion has been attained, it is shared by the collective, and thus it affects how
peers treat the labeled individual (cf. Hymel, Wagner, & Butler, 1990).

Victim reputation is a prototypical label in that it describes how the
person is treated by some others (i.e., bullies). At the same time, however,
victim reputation provides a social schema that includes information on
personal characteristics, such as “cannot defend herself” or “is a wimp” or
“a crybaby.” These negative associations with the label affect the way chil-
dren interpret this person’s behavior. That is, children would be more likely
to interpret the actions of this person as consistent rather than inconsistent
with the reputation. For instance, classmates may think that the child’s
withdrawn behavior is caused by a fear of being ridiculed rather than by a
personal preference to be alone.

Contextual Antecedents of Victim Reputation

Research on peer victimization typically examines the individual character-
istics that place youth at risk for harassment (e.g. Perry et al., Chapter 3,
this volume). For example, broad-band behavioral styles, such as internal-
izing difficulties (e.g., timid, insecure, anxious behaviors or personality),
are known to place children at increased risk for becoming a target of peer
harassment. However, there are also important contextual factors that in-
crease the likelihood of someone’s obtaining a victim reputation. For exam-
ple, youth who transfer to a new school, or homosexual youth in a typical
high school (i.e., consisting of predominantly heterosexual youth), are
likely to be prime targets of peer intimidation and abuse because they stand
out from the crowd. These individuals are harassed because of their unique
status in that particular situation or context (cf. Wright, Giammarino, &
Parad, 1986). In some other context, they may not be harassed.

We have begun to investigate the effects of unique status in ethnically
diverse school settings. Building on Olweus’s (1994) conceptualization of
the power asymmetry between bullies and victims, we presume that the eth-
nic makeup of a school setting can signal an imbalance of power (Graham
& Juvonen, 1999). Peer reputations of victims (and bullies) may therefore
be affected, inasmuch as numerical ethnic minority groups within a particu-
lar school are likely to be viewed to be weaker or subordinate as compared
with majority groups, which are likely to be perceived to be in a position of
power within this school.

We have found preliminary support for this hypothesis in one large
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ethnically diverse middle school. In this school, African American and La-
tino students were the two statistical majority groups: They each accounted
for about one third of the school population, whereas the combination of
the rest of the ethnic groups (white, Persian, Asian, and multiracial youth)
constituted the remaining third. We examined whether victim and bully
nominations varied as a function of the proportion of ethnic representa-
tion. Because there were no differences in victim and bully nominations
among the four ethnic minority groups (Asian, Caucasian, Persian, and
youth of mixed ethnic backgrounds), they were combined into one group
representing numerical ethnic minorities. The two majority groups were
also combined for the analyses, although African American students ob-
tained more bully nominations than the Latino students.

The differences between the minority and majority groups on stan-
dardized victim and bully nominations are presented in Figure 4.1. As com-
pared with the two numerical majorities, the numerical minorities received
significantly more victim nominations and significantly fewer bully nomi-
nations. The opposite trend was documented for the numerical ethnic ma-
jorities: They were less likely to be nominated as victims and more likely to
be nominated as bullies. When similar analyses were conducted using strat-
egies analogous to loglinear analysis (e.g., Tabachnick & Fidell, 1996) that
control for the number of students in each ethnic group, the results were es-
sentially the same (Graham & Juvonen, 1999).
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FIGURE 4.1. Victim and bully nominations by numerical ethnic minority and ma-
jority groups in a multiethnic middle school.
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For this sample we also had self-perception data on victimization. There
were no differences between the ethnic groups on self-perceived victim status.
Thus, the relative ethnic representation affected students’ perceptions of who
is labeled as a victim or bully, but not their own self-views of victim status.
This is yet another example of discrepancies between self-views and peer per-
ceptions. Had we obtained only self-ratings of victimization, we would have
concluded that ethnic representation does not affect victimization.

These findings regarding minority versus majority representation have
to be replicated at schools with different ethnic compositions before we can
conclude that relative ethnic composition is a contextual factor that influ-
ences victim reputation. However, it is interesting to note that the earlier-
described findings were stronger in classrooms where an imbalance of
power between the numerical majority groups and minority groups was
pronounced. This difference suggests that context plays a critical role in de-
termining victim reputation (Juvonen, Nishina, Giang, & Lee, 2000). Al-
though the relations between ethnicity, peer-perceived victim status, and
self-perceived victim status are likely to be complex (see Graham &
Juvonen, Chapter 2, this volume), we believe that this conceptual approach
provides an interesting way to think about factors that may affect the for-
mation of social reputation.

We also presume that the relations between ethnic composition and
victim, as well as bully, reputations vary with age. Ethnicity may not be-
come a salient dimension until young adolescents attempt to define their
identity in relation to affiliations with similar others as they transfer to
larger and typically more diverse middle schools (Shrum, Cheek, & Hunter,
1988). Thus, similar ethnic biases in victim and bully nominations may not
be obtained in elementary school samples.

Thus far, we have examined certain correlates and contextual anteced-
ents of self-perceived victim status and peer-perceived victimization. We
have contended that self-views are affected by social comparison informa-
tion, whereas peer perceptions of victim status are influenced by the rela-
tive ethnic representation of the school or other contextual factors. The em-
phasis of this chapter has been on the unique contributions of each rater’s
perspective. We now turn to examining the complementary function of the
two measures in the context of a conceptual model where each is presumed
to ultimately predict a joint outcome.

SUBJECTIVE EXPERIENCES AND SOCIAL REPUTATION
AS PREDICTORS OF SCHOOL ADJUSTMENT

In the foregoing review on the correlates of self-views and peer perceptions,
we focused on social status (i.e., acceptance, rejection) and psychological
correlates (i.e., social anxiety, self-worth, and loneliness). These correlates



118 CONCEPTUAL AND METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES

are also meaningful in predicting other types of adjustment. Specifically,
both psychological adjustment difficulties (e.g., Kovacs & Goldston, 1991;
Economou & Angelopoulos, 1989) and negative social status (e.g., Hymel,
Comfort, Schonert-Reichl, & McDougall, 1996; Kupersmidt, Coie, &
Dodge, 1990; Parker & Asher, 1987) are known to compromise children’s
school functioning. However, the direct links between peer harassment and
school outcomes are not robust across studies (e.g., Whitney & Smith,
1993; Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996a, 1996b). Based on these findings, we
propose that the relations between peer harassment and school difficulties
are mediated by intrapsychological and social adjustment problems.

We examined such a mediational model with the data from our middle
school sample of about 200 seventh- and eighth-grade students. The model
was tested using a latent variable model with multiple indicators. Subjective
experiences of victimization were assessed with the use of the four-item
scale, tapping subjective perceptions of being harassed by peers, as well as
with a nine-item scale that measured the frequency of recent victimization
incidents (e.g., name calling, physical aggression, threats, rumors, etc.;
Juvonen, Nishina, & Graham, 2000). The indicators for psychological ad-
justment tapped depressive symptoms (Children’s Depression Inventory;
Kovacs, 1992) and general self-worth (Harter, 1988). Victim reputation
was measured with two peer nominations: one depicting verbal and the
other physical harassment. The two indicators of peer status assessed rejec-
tion and acceptance. School adjustment, in turn, was indicated by grade
point average (GPA) and the number of hours absent during the semester of
the data collection, obtained through school records.

As shown in Figure 4.2, the model has two fairly independent se-
quences: the upper one depicting intrapsychological processes, and the
lower one portraying the interpsychological mechanisms. Starting with
the intrapsychological sequence, the analyses indicated that subjective
experiences of victimization predicted psychological adjustment problems
(B = .43), as expected. Psychological adjustment problems, in turn, pre-
dicted school adjustment difficulties (B = .39). Furthermore, the relation be-
tween subjective experiences of victimization and school adjustment was
mediated by psychological functioning, meaning that the relation between
self-perceived victim status and school problems can be mostly accounted
for by psychological adjustment difficulties. The lower sequence in Figure
4.2 portrayed the interpsychological sequence from victim reputation to
school adjustment. As shown in the figure, victim reputation lowered peer
status (B = .51). However, the link between peer status and school adjust-
ment was not significant (thus no support was obtained for a finding that
has been replicated in other studies). There was also no support for peer
status mediating the relation between victim reputation and school adjust-
ment. Thus, the empirical support for the lower part of our model is
weaker than that for the upper part of the model and hence must be further
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FIGURE 4.2. Path model of the linkages between peer victimization constructs and
school adjustment.

tested. However, the overall fit of the model was good, ¥%(29) = 9.90, p >
.05, comparative fit index = .98.

We believe that models of this type portray the complementary func-
tions of different sources of data. Furthermore, models such as that tested
here can guide intervention and prevention programs in a meaningful man-
ner. For example, the model portrayed in Figure 4.2 suggests that efforts to
change subjective experiences (i.e., self-reports) of victimization should im-
prove psychological well-being, which in turn should boost school adjust-
ment (cf. Juvonen, Nishina, & Graham, 2000). Our earlier-described find-
ings on antecedents of self-perceived victim status indicated that social
comparison information about the victimization experiences of others vis-
a-vis one’s own experiences changes subjective self-views. Although such
social comparison information is a logical target of intervention, it may not
be sufficient in light of the current model. Given that self-views of victim-
ization are shared to some degree with peers (B = .36), it may be difficult to
change self-views unless peer reputation is also altered. Even if temporary
changes in subjective self-views can be achieved, such changes would not be
supported by improved peer status (i.e., greater acceptance and decreased
rejection) unless peer reputation is concomitantly altered.

In sum, we maintain that identification of models depicting various
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psychological mechanisms that (1) can account for the relations between
subjective experience of victimization and adjustment, (2) portray social
processes involved in relations between victim reputation and peer status,
and (3) incorporate both intra- and social/psychological mechanisms is
valuable. Models such as the one depicted in this chapter emphasize the
complementary contributions of the self-view of victimization and the rep-
utation of being a victim. Furthermore, these models can guide intervention
and prevention efforts.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

In this chapter, we proposed that self-perceptions and peer-perceptions of
peer victimization can be considered not only as two sources of data, but as
tapping different constructs: subjective self-views and social reputation.
Rather than arguing for and against reliance on self-report data or peer per-
ception data on harassment, we believe that investigators should recognize
the contributions and limitations of each construct and method. Measures
and data sources should be therefore carefully chosen for the particular
purpose of the study. Specifically, one should consider whether the goal of
the study is to understand peer harassment as a social problem, as a per-
sonal predicament, or both. Peer perception data is especially important if
the goal is to investigate victimization as a social phenomenon or as a social
and personal issue. For example, if the goal is to predict social status and
loneliness, then data on peer perceptions of victim status are essential. If,
on the other hand, the goal is to understand the personal plight of the vic-
tim (e.g., to predict self-worth or depression), then the inclusion of self-
reported victim status is critical, at least among early adolescents.

When multi-informant assessments are available on peer victimization,
investigators should be sensitive to the unique contributions of each data
source. Aggregation of data across informants may mask associations be-
tween peer harassment and other constructs. As discussed in the beginning
of this chapter, our data on early adolescents show that self-perceived vic-
tim status is unrelated with peer rejection, whereas peer-assessed victim
reputation and rejection by these same peers are strongly correlated. If we
combine the self-report and peer nomination data on victimization, the
linkage between victimization and peer rejection is likely to be eradicated.
Such a finding would not capture the social processes involved in peer ha-
rassment. Furthermore, it is inconceivable that shared method variance
alone could account for the association between victim reputation and peer
rejection.

Structural equation modeling provides some unique tools to deal with
data from same and different informants. For example, if multiple infor-
mants are used to assess peer harassment and other constructs (e.g., psy-
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chological adjustment and school functioning), the shared method variance
due to same informant assessments across different constructs can be statis-
tically controlled (see Cole, Martin, Powers, & Truglio, 1996). By taking
into account the systematic error variance due to the shared method (i.e.,
the same informants), reliable estimates between the main constructs can be
obtained. Such statistical controls do not mean, however, that the relations
between constructs are weaker. For example, in one recent study (Juvonen
& Pulkkinen, 2000), in which peer victimization was assessed using
preasolescents’ self-ratings and teacher-ratings and depressed mood was
indicated by self-reports, teacher- and peer-assessments, the relation be-
tween peer victimization and depression constructs was higher than in most
single-informant studies that rely on self-reports.

Unlike research on other types of social problems that traditionally
does not rely on self-perceptions (e.g., aggression or rejection), data on peer
victimization are particularly rich for testing different intrapsychological
and interpsychological mechanisms that can explain the phenomenon.
Hence, different findings obtained using the two sources of data should
contribute to rather than detract from the study of peer harassment. Based
on our preliminary findings, consideration of method-specific contextual
antecedents is especially promising. If different sets of conditions give rise
to changes in self-views versus changes in peer perceptions, then the

unique, though often complementary, roles of both types of data are high-
lighted.
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Sampling Instances
of Victimization in Middle School

A Methodological Comparison

ANTHONY D. PELLEGRINI

Peer harassment is a very serious and visible problem in schools around the
world, as the chapters in this volume so clearly document. In American
schools, harassment becomes particularly problematic, in terms of fre-
quency and severity, during the period of early adolescence when young-
sters are in middle/junior high school (National Center for Educational Sta-
tistics, 1995). In many of the most visible cases the perpetrators have been
harassed, or victimized, by their peers in various ways. Their extreme ag-
gressive responses toward their peers, teachers, and other school personnel
represent desperate attempts to retaliate.

Whereas some of these examples are all too visible and often witnessed
live on the evening news, other, less extreme examples of harassment go un-
observed and undocumented by adults. These less frequently documented
cases of harassment are, however, important to identify for a number of
reasons. First, victims of harassment, like their aggressive peers too, are at
risk for a variety of school-related and more general psychosocial problems
(Graham & Juvonen, 1998a, 1998b; Juvonen, Nishina, & Graham, Chap-
ter 4, this volume; Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996; Pellegrini, 1998). Second,
descriptive information about harassment, and safety in schools in general,
is useful for policymakers and families in making educational policy deci-
sions and choices.
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In this chapter I describe a variety of methods that can be used to sam-
ple and describe peer harassment among a group of middle school students.
By harassment, I mean cases in which youngsters are the targets of direct
and indirect aggression. Although the methods for describing peer harass-
ment are equally useful for studying perpetrators as well as victims, I limit
my discussion to victimization. A fuller description of these methods, ap-
plied to both perpetrators and victims of harassment can be found in
Pellegrini and Bartini (2000).

ISSUES IN ASSESSING VICTIMIZATION BY HARASSMENT

Collecting information on the frequency, intensity, and identity of the per-
petrators and targets of harassment in schools is notoriously difficult
(Alsaker & Valkanover, Chapter 7, this volume). Further, different sources
of information may yield information from differing perspectives and, as
such, may be complementary. In light of the frequency and intensity of the
problem of harassment in schools and the issues associated with detecting
these problems, it is clearly important to utilize a variety of methods from
different sources.

As a starting point, I begin with two families of measures that are fre-
quently used to study children’s and adolescents’ aggression and victimiza-
tion: ipsative and normative measures (Caspi, 1998). Ipsative measures tell
us about individuals’ perception of their experiences, while normative mea-
sures tell us about group perceptions of those individuals and behaviors.
When taken together, these measures may be complementary in construct-
ing a picture of a problem that has been, to date, very difficult to study.

Ipsative Measures of Peer Harassment

Ipsative information provides a personal picture of harassment by inform-
ing us about individuals’ perceptions of their experiences as victims. Self-
report methodology is used to measure individuals’ perceptions of their ex-
periences.

Self-Report Measures

Self-report measures of victimization ask youngsters themselves to report
on the degree to which they have been victimized and, in some cases, how
they feel about it. The identity of the informants can be either anonymous
or confidential. It is probably the case that instances of bullying and victim-
ization are both underreported when the identity of the respondent is
known, relative to an anonymous format. Issues related to social desirabil-
ity of responses, self-presentation, and fear of possible retaliation from bul-
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lies may inhibit frank disclosure. Strategies can be used to deceive infor-
mants about the anonymity of their responses (e.g., coding each form to
identify the respondent), but serious ethical issues are associated with such
a choice (Baumrind, 1985).

Olweus’s Bully/Victim questionnaires for children and young adoles-
cents are probably the most commonly used self-report measures in studies
of both bullying and victimization, and they can be used with an anony-
mous or a confidential format. Individuals are asked to rate themselves on
a number of questions, such as, “Have you been bullied by one or more
students?” “How often have you been bullied?” and “How often do other
students say nasty and unpleasant things to you?” In my longitudinal work
with this measure, I asked students to put their names on the questionnaire,
while assuring them of the confidentiality of their responses. Informants’
identity is obviously needed in cases where youngsters are being studied
across time.

There are both benefits and costs associated with using self-reports.
First, self-reports provide descriptions of victimization from the perspective
of the victim (Caspi, 1998). While there may be overlap with group percep-
tions, a self-report provides a unique individual view.

Self-reports, like peer nomination and rating measures, are also useful
in tracking instances of behaviors, such as aggression and victimization,
that are usually committed in places and at times when there may be peer
witnesses, but few adult witnesses. We know, for example, that victimiza-
tion and antisocial acts occur at times and in places where there is little
adult supervision (Astor, Meyer, & Behre, 1999). Moreover, these acts, rel-
ative to all other behaviors observed during the school day, occur at very
low frequencies (e.g., Humphreys & Smith, 1987; Pellegrini, 1988); thus,
self-reports can provide reliable and valid measures of victimization in a
relatively economic fashion. By economic 1 mean that by using a reliable
and valid self-report measure, such as Olweus’s Senior Bully/Victim Ques-
tionnaire, practitioners and researchers alike can gather valuable informa-
tion about youngsters’ perceptions of being victimized by asking them to
respond to a standardized set of questions. This can usually be accom-
plished in one group administration session lasting between 20 and 30 min-
utes. In our work, self-report measures were administered by two research-
ers with groups ranging in size from 5 to 30.

These personal perceptions of victimization, in turn, provide valuable
information on subsequent risk factors, such as internalizing problems as-
sociated with victimization (see Graham & Juvonen, 1998a, 1998b;
Juvonen, Nishina, & Graham, Chapter 4, this volume). Self-reports of vic-
timization and harassment typically predict children’s social insecurity, low
self-worth, and feelings of isolation (Graham & Juvonen, 1998a). These
risk factors are probably the result of damaged self-esteem associated with
periods of prolonged harassment (see Rigby, Chapter 13, this volume).
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On the other hand, self-report methods may systematically bias infor-
mation. Generally, self-reports tend to implicate individuals’ presentations
of self, so they often present the self they want to project. For example,
children systematically overestimate their physical strengths and toughness
and underestimate their weaknesses (Sluckin & Smith, 1977). Relatedly, in
self-reports individuals may be reluctant to report an act that is socially un-
desirable, such as bullying. Individuals may assume that by reporting ag-
gressive behavior they may be risking social sanctions. For this reason,
anonymous, relative to confidential, self-reports tend to yield high rates of
victimization (Smith & Sharp, 1994).

In addition, in the use of self-reports, like other questionnaire format
measures, there is always the risk that respondents will misinterpret the
meaning of the eliciting questions. For example, Kagan (1998) reports that
adolescents’ interpretations of terms such as “fearful” and “anxious” var-
ied widely across subjects. To minimize this type of problem, clear instruc-
tions, in which standardized terms are listed and defined, are necessary. Su-
pervised practice on these items, with opportunities for participants to ask
clarification questions, can further minimize misinterpretation.

In summary, ipsative data sources, generally, and self-report measures,
specifically, provide important information on individuals’ perceptions of
being harassed. This information may be particularly important in identify-
ing internalizing disorders associated with victimization.

Normative Measures of Victimization of Peer Harassment

Whereas ipsative measures tell us about self-perceptions associated with
bullying and victimization, normative measures provide information about
what other individuals think of those youngsters who are being harassed
and those doing the harassing. Researchers typically utilize some form of
informant rating of students (Caspi, 1998), such as peer ratings and peer
nominations. The extensive experiences of peers with each other usually en-
able them to identify victimized youngsters with some degree of accuracy
(Coie & Dodge, 1998). Peer nomination measures, like self-reports, have
the added advantage of providing access to information that is typically
hidden from adults, such as aggression and harassment. It is also consider-
ably less expensive to administer questionnaires en masse to groups of
youngsters than to spend months in the field observing low-frequency
events. Further, normative measures, such as peer nominations, are reliable
indicators of youngsters’ problems with peer relations (Dodge & Coie,
1987; Graham & Juvonen, 1998a).

Peer Nominations

Peer nomination procedures typically provide students with pictures or a
roster of their target group. Target groups are usually peers in a classroom.
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In some cases only same-gender peers are used, and in other cases both gen-
ders are included. If there is cross-gender interaction, as is the case among
early adolescents, then use of both genders is preferred. Students are first
asked to name each individual in the class and then asked to nominate
peers. With the names of their peers in mind, they are asked to nominate
children (often three individuals) meeting a specified criterion; for example,
“Tell me the name of three kids who get picked on.” This procedure has
been used widely by Schwartz and colleagues (Schwartz, Proctor, & Chien,
Chapter 6, this volume).

In other measures, such as that developed by Perry and colleagues
(Perry, Kusel, & Perry, 1988; Perry, Hodges, & Egan, Chapter 3, this vol-
ume), peer nominations take the form of different descriptive statements
provided to youngsters—for example, “This child cries a lot” or “This
child gets picked on”—and a list of names of all classmates is provided.
The nominator puts checkmarks next to the names of all those children
meeting the criterion.

Procedurally, the peer nominations can be group administered to ado-
lescents. In our work, class rosters were provided to each student along
with nomination forms (in this chapter, results associated with Perry and
colleagues’ procedure are reported). The adult administering the nomina-
tions read each name on the roster aloud and then each question, allowing
adequate time for responses. Administration time varied from 10 (for the
Schwartz et al. measure) to 30 minutes (for the Perry et al. measure).

Both procedures reliably identify perpetrators (i.e., bullies) and victims
of harassment, and they are highly intercorrelated (Pellegrini & Bartini,
2000). These measures also predict long-term outcomes, possibly because
they reflect extensive and varied experiences among the nominators (Caspi,
1998), as well as shared methods variance. Further, peer nominations
should converge with other measures of victimization when the harassment
is publicly displayed (Cairns & Cairns, 1986).

Harassment is often public when perpetrators use it to display domi-
nance over their peers. This sort of public display is especially evident dur-
ing early adolescence, a time when social status is in a state of flux because
of rapid physical changes and changes in social groups (Pellegrini, 1995).
Individuals, but especially boys, use physically coercive strategies to estab-
lish status when they are entering new peer groups, such as new schools
(Pellegrini & Bartini, in press). Consequently, there should be a correspon-
dence between peer-nominated and self-reported victimization if the harass-
ment occurs in the context of the peer group.

Other, less visible forms of harassment also occur at this time and are
more frequently used by girls, such as relational aggression (Crick &
Werner, 1998; Crick et al., Chapter 8, this volume). These forms of indirect
aggression are not usually very visible (Graham & Juvonen, 1998a) and
consequently are quite difficult to observe.

The benefits associated with the use of peer nominations, like those as-
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sociated with self-reports, relate to economy. By using a relatively straight-
forward procedure, investigators can gain a breadth of knowledge about
children’s and adolescents’ status among their peers in a relatively short pe-
riod of time. The fact that they are economical makes their use by educa-
tors very possible. Indeed, if peer nominations and self-reports are used to
complement each other, they provide valuable information as to how stu-
dents feel about their peers and about themselves, respectively.

Direct Observational and Diary Methods

Direct Observations

Direct observational methods, unlike peer nominations and self-reports,
can provide unbiased accounts of the actions and reactions of focal subjects
in specific circumstances, regardless of comparisons with others (Cairns &
Cairns, 1986). However, observational measures tend not to correlate well
across time (Caspi, 1998), possibly because of situational specificity and
limited samples of observations (Wachs & Gruen, 1982). These problems
can be minimized, however, by repeatedly sampling behavior in a variety of
settings across long periods of time.

Specific to observing children and adolescents in schools settings, it is
important to conduct observations across a long period of time and in var-
ied settings. If the observer spends a prolonged period of time in a school,
students will habituate to the observers’ presence. After this habituation pe-
riod youngsters typically act as if the observer is not present. For example,
in an observational study of children’s oral language and social interaction,
we had youngsters wear wireless microphones while they were being ob-
served. Initially, this procedure was very obtrusive, with children talking di-
rectly into the wireless microphones. By the third observation (which, like
the first two, was for 15 minutes), the children seemed to have habituated
to the procedure. Our evidence for this conclusion was that they used lan-
guage they probably would not have been using had they been conscious of
the fact that they were being observed (Pellegrini & Galda, 1991).

The level of “invisibility” that can be achieved by observing individu-
als across a number of sessions can also be attained when observers main-
tain a “minimally responsive” stance. By this I mean that observers do not
initiate interaction with children. When students initiate contact with ob-
servers, they politely tell the students that they cannot talk because they are
working now. To further minimize interaction and familiarity between ob-
servers and students, observers should spend limited periods of time with
each cohort of children they are observing. In the case of the data reported
in this chapter, each observer spent only 3 months per year observing a set
of focal subjects; after that period they rotated to another group. By the
end of the year all observers had observed all children in their schools. The
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added benefit of this procedure is that observers get to know all children
across the duration of a study. These observers can then also complete rat-
ing scales typically used by teachers to assess focal children (Pellegrini &
Bartini, 2000).

Observing children’s behavior across a variety of settings within a
school is also very important to consider. It is simply a matter of increased
sampling. The more situations in which a student’s behavior is sampled, the
more representative the sample will be. It is probable that children’s behav-
ior with a teacher in a math class will be different from their behavior in
the cafeteria lunch line. This, is turn, will be different from behavior ob-
served at recess. Indeed, the often reported low intercorrelations between
parents’ and teachers’ observations of the same children are probably due
to situational differences (Achenbach, 1985). An added benefit of having
observers and teachers complete rating scales on children is that between
them they have typically observed the focal children in a variety of settings.
Teachers, for example, have good knowledge of children’s classroom
behavior, whereas observers may have access to children at recess, in the
hallways, and before and after school in the schoolyard.

A further benefit of observational methods, relative to informant rat-
ings, is their “objectivity” (Caspi, 1998; Kagan, 1998). More specifically, in
well designed and conducted observational studies, measures of behavior
are clearly articulated and reliably sampled and recorded by unbiased ob-
servers. Repeated training and reliability checks are, however, necessary to
maintain high reliability standards across the duration of a long-term study
(Pellegrini, 1996).

Diaries

Direct observations cannot, however, be conducted in all settings (Pepler &
Craig, 1995). For example, participants cannot be directly observed in
locker rooms or lavatories, locations where harassment often occurs (Astor
et al., 1999). A class of methods, which have been labeled indirect observa-
tional, or diary, methods (Pellegrini, 1996), can be used in such settings.
With this technique participants or their caregivers record behaviors at pre-
determined intervals (i.e., interval contingent responses) on standardized
forms. Similar methods have been used in the child and educational psy-
chology literatures. For example, Bloch (1989) sampled children’s play
behavior at home and in the community by calling their homes and asking
the caregivers where and with whom the children were playing. In other
cases, individuals could also be contacted according to a random schedule.
For example, during the hours when children are usually awake, the times
they are contacted are determined by a random-order schedule.

Indirect measures, in the form of diaries, can also be completed by the
subjects themselves. In this case, however, they begin to resemble self-report
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methods more than direct observational methods. For example, Csikzent-
mihalyi (1990) provided participants with pagers that were programmed to
“beep” across the entire day, at which point participants recorded their
behavior. Diaries completed by primary school children have also been used
to record relevant behaviors and participants in home literacy events
(Pellegrini, Galda, Shockley, & Stahl, 1995). The reliability and validity of
diary methods are maximized when participants are given specific sampling
intervals in which to record behavior and a specific vocabulary or catego-
ries to use to record behavior (Pellegrini, 1996).

The extent to which diaries are “observational” or self-report mea-
sures is probably still an open, and empirical, question. At one level, we can
structure the sampling and recording rules of diaries to resemble direct ob-
servations. For example, we can specify the time and place (e.g., every eve-
ning at bedtime or whenever a beeper sounds) that information should be
sampled. We can also specify the words to be used to record the behaviors
of interest by providing a set, standardized word list. This procedure can be
repeated across a span of time in order to sample representative behavior.
Yet the fact remains that the participant him- or herself is recording the in-
formation and we do not have access to interrater checks on the reliability
of the system. As such, diaries may represent individuals’ perceptions of
events, rather than a more objective perspective. Inferences about the valid-
ity of diaries as self-report or direct observations, however, can be made by
examining the extent to which they correlate with self-report and direct ob-
servational measures.

Finally, it is important to note that observational measures (both direct
and indirect) are often impractical for educators, such as school psycholo-
gists or classroom teachers, to use. Issues of expertise (e.g., standardization
of format and sampling and recording rules) aside, the amount of time re-
quired to adequately sample infrequently occurring behavior (across time
of day and year as well as across venues) in order to derive reliable and
valid measures may exceed the available time of these professionals.

COMPARING MEASURES OF PEER HARASSMENT

In this section, I present a comparison of different methods of sampling vic-
timization by peer harassment. I assess the extent to which the different
measures are interrelated and compare measures as to their ability to iden-
tify victimized youngsters at school. These comparisons are useful at the
scientific level (e.g., issues of concurrent validity) and at the level of educa-
tional practice (e.g., using specific measures to determine educational pol-
icy).

First, I compare self-report and peer nomination measures of victim-
ization. These measures should be significantly intercorrelated to the extent
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that these measures provide converging information on the problem of vic-
timization. It is probably the case that an individual’s perception of victim-
ization are shared, to a significant degree, with his or her peer group. Peers,
for example, have reasonably accurate perceptions of those youngsters who
are perpetrators and those who are victims. This convergence may be espe-
cially evident during the period of early adolescence, when some individu-
als systematically victimize others as a way in which to achieve and main-
tain status with their peer group (Pellegrini, Bartini, & Brooks, 1999).

Second, I assess the relation between direct observational techniques and
a diary measure. As noted earlier, this comparison is exploratory as it exam-
ines relations between two different methods of observations. The diary
method in many ways is more representative of a self-report measure than a
direct observational measure. Thus, if the diary measure relates significantly
with the self-report measure, but not the direct observation measure, it
should be considered a self-report, rather than an observational, measure.

Third, I examine the utility of different assessment forms in identifying
victims. These comparisons were motivated by concerns for making deci-
sions about educational policy and practice. Data from these analyses can
be useful initial guides for schools in identifying youngsters who may be at
risk for aggression or victimization problems. For this reason, I compare
the two methods, self-report and peer nominations, that are most likely to
be used by educators. The economy of using these measures, relative to us-
ing diaries and direct observations, makes them a more probable choice. By
comparison, direct observations and diaries require a substantial invest-
ment of time. It is impractical to assume that teachers or school psycholo-
gists can adequately sample the behavior necessary to make important deci-
sions. Peer nominations and self-reports are also reasonable predictors of
such problems because they tend to sample youngsters’ behaviors across a
variety of settings and thus minimize situational variability.

I compare a commonly used peer nomination measure (Perry et al.,
1988) and a commonly used self-report measure (Olweus, 1989) to deter-
mine the extent to which they overlap in their identification of victims at
different levels of severity. Specifically, I compare these different instru-
ments in categorizing youngsters as victims at two levels of severity (above
the mean and 1 standard deviation above the mean). The extent to which
two measures overlap on their identification of youngsters victimized by
peers, especially at less severe (i.e., above the mean) levels of victimization,
could be significant in developing very useful tools for educators.

The Study

The youngsters participating in this study were part of a study of aggres-
sion in middle school. The school was predominantly Caucasian (95%) and
rural, with a mixed socioeconomic base. The sample (7 = 367) represents
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all those sixth graders in their first year at two rural middle schools (grades
6-8).

In the course of the school year children were observed directly at least
once a week for each of the 9 months of the school year. Observations took
place across the school day and at various locations. Morning observations
took place in the hallways between classes and in the cafeteria, where
youngsters waited before entering their homerooms. Afternoon observa-
tions took place in the hallways between classes, in the cafeteria during
lunch (approximately 20 minutes), and during a free time (20-30 minutes)
held once a week. The free time observations took place in the halls, class-
rooms, and occasionally outdoors. The specific details of the direct obser-
vational procedures follow.

Direct Observations

All research associates attended training sessions before the start of the
school year. The initial week of training involved familiarization with the
observation coding sheets and discussion of terms. The following week ob-
servations were made, using the coding sheet, on videotaped episodes of
youngsters’ playground behavior. Harassment was defined, like aggression,
in terms of physical description (where one child hit, kicked, pushed, or
verbally abused another), negative affect (frown, cry), and consequence
(where the participants do not remain together after the aggressive act)
(Humphreys & Smith, 1987; Pellegrini, 1988). Victimization by harass-
ment was defined as a youngster’s being the target of either physical or ver-
bal aggression and responding submissively (no retaliation, crying), which
is indicative of a power differential. Individual kappas on training tapes
were computed at the end of this week, and the kappas for aggression were
all well above .80, which is considered “good” (Pellegrini, 1996).

During the next 3 weeks training observations were conducted in the
schools themselves. During these 3 weeks, research associates took individ-
ual photographs of students, which were then used to aid in the identifica-
tion of focal children. Research associates also observed informally (ad libi-
tum sampling; Pellegrini, 1996) in the school (mostly in the cafeteria at
lunchtime) so that they and the participants habituated to each other. Dur-
ing the next 2 weeks (i.e., weeks 4 and 5 of the quarter) each research assis-
tant conducted focal child samples and continuous recording. By this we
mean individual children were observed for a predetermined period and
their behavior was recorded continuously at predetermined time intervals.
At the end of this period, kappas were recalculated for each of the observ-
ers and a trainer, and they remained over .80. During the sixth week, obser-
vations to be used in the data analyses were begun. Research associates re-
ceived counterbalanced lists of focal children to observe for each academic
quarter; they observed a different set of focal children each quarter. For al-
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ternative months across the school year, observers were retrained (on video-
tapes) or were checked for reliability.

Focal child sampling/continuous recording rules were utilized (Pelle-
grini, 1996). Seven research assistants conducted the focal child observa-
tions. Youngsters were observed in the following settings: in the cafeteria,
at break time, and in the hallways. The direct observations yielded infor-
mation on frequency of aggression and victimization as well as the identity
of aggressors and victims.

Each observer had a counterbalanced list of 17 to 20 focal participants
to be observed. Focal children were observed for 3-minute sampling inter-
vals (marked by a beep using the “countdown” function on Timex Ironman
Triathlon watches), and the behavior of each focal child was recorded con-
tinuously on a check sheet. If focal children “disappeared” during this pe-
riod (e.g., to go into the bathroom) for 30 seconds or more, the observation
was terminated and the time was noted; the research associate then moved
on to the next focal child. When the 3-minute sampling interval was com-
plete, as marked by the watch beep, the research associate moved down the
counterbalanced list of focal children. In cases of absence, the next avail-
able focal child on the list was observed.

Aggression/harassment and targets of aggression/harassment (victims)
were coded, as part of a larger observation schedule (including cooperative,
solitary, parallel, rough play, teasing, and submissive behaviors). For ag-
gression, the targets of these behaviors were also identified and the targets’
behavior was coded as well. Victimization scores were derived from the tar-
get data.

Some representative examples of aggression and victimization should
provide a flavor for the nature of the acts. Many of the acts of aggression
were very brief and done almost casually and in passing. For example, a
very common example observed in the lunchtime waiting line involved a
youngster (typically a boy) walking by another boy and swatting him (with
an open hand) in the head as he passed. Typically, the aggressor would keep
moving and not look back at the victim. The victim would often scowl or
grumble but continue on in line. In a few cases, the target would retaliate.
Also very common in the cafeteria were cases of one youngster pushing
ahead of a peer in the food queue. In other cases, girls in a group would
walk past another group in the hallway or in the cafeteria and make a nasty
comment or sneer (e.g., “Ugly”).

It is worth noting some of the initial and persistent difficulties we had
in training observers. A fair amount of time is necessary for observers to
learn to recognize focal children. When there are large numbers of young-
sters moving around, it is very difficult at first to identify the child who
should be observed at the specified interval. To aid in this process, observ-
ers began to learn the identities of focal children during the practice ses-
sions. They also had a small photo of each child. Before beginning observa-
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tion sessions in the early phases of the project, observers were told to
arrange the pictures of their focal children in the order to be observed.
They were also told to make notes on Post-its of possible identifying mark-
ers, such as the color of a sweater or a scarf a child was wearing, and place
them on the pictures

The most noticeable and persistent coding problem during the initial
training period related to the differentiation between playful aggression
(rough-and-tumble play) and real fighting. Initially, observers considered
play fighting to be equivalent to real fighting. This problem is also common
among playground supervisors on many school playgrounds (Boulton,
1996). For instance, there were cases in which girls in mixed-gender groups
would hit at a specific boy in very playful ways. In one specific event in the
cafeteria a group of about 10 youngsters were together, with boys and girls
talking to each other. There were interactions between boys and girls in two
separate dyads embedded in this larger group, in which the girls hit at (soft,
open-hand hit) the boys while they simultaneously laughed and talked. In one
case a boy responded with a soft push/pat to the girl’s arm. In another case,
the boy laughed and continued to talk. In yet another case, a boy tried to initi-
ate interaction with a girl, while they were seated in a group on the gym
bleachers, by poking her and laughing. She ignored him and continued to
interact with another girl. These were clearly cases of playful fighting, not real
fighting, in the context of a heterosexual relationship (Pellegrini, in press).

The problem of differentiating playful and serious aggression was re-
solved after a number of samples were provided (on film) of how these in-
teractions differed in terms of affect (smile vs. frown), affiliation (staying
together vs. leaving), and physical actions (e.g., open- vs closed-hand hit).
Even with this level of specification, there were some problems, especially
in cases where youngsters would punch, kick, or pinch a peer and do it
with a smile. In such cases, we made judgments based on the targets’ re-
sponses: Did they try to leave? Did they express positive or negative affect?
Did they hit back?

Less frequently, there were cases when youngsters seemed to be self-
selecting themselves for and staying in situations in which they would be
victimized, thus making the affiliation/leaving criterion for judging play
and aggression problematic. One youngster, a physically small male, would
repeatedly go up to bigger and apparently “tougher” males and provoke
them by saying something nasty or by bumping into them. This would of-
ten happen when tougher boys were talking to girls. The tougher boys
would predictably victimize the initiator by grabbing him by the shirt and
telling him to go away, by pushing him away very hard, or by pulling his
hair and pushing him away. Despite all this, the initiator usually tried to
stay close to that group.

Research associates were given a different cohort of focal youngsters
every 10 weeks. In this way observers and students did not become too fa-
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miliar with each other. By the end of the school year, each research associ-
ate had observed all subjects in the school. Each focal child was observed at
least one time a week across the whole school year, for a minimum of 36
times. All behavioral measures were relative scores to equate differing num-
bers of observations per participant: the frequencies of measures constitut-
ing the victimization category divided by the total number of times a focal
child was observed in a week across the whole school year, September to
June (M = 1.60, SD = 0.87).

Diaries

Youngsters were asked to write in a diary once a month for the whole
school year. The aim of the diary was to collect information on children’s
experiences during the day that would be difficult for us to observe directly.

The diaries were given to groups of youngsters once a month by a re-
search associate, and the children were asked to recount their experiences
in the last 24 hours. They were asked general questions about whom they
spent their time with and more specific questions about being an aggressor
(“Did you tease or hit anyone? Who?”) and asked about being a target of
aggression (“Did anyone hit or tease you? Who?”). We also asked how this
was done and provided a list of standardized responses from which to
choose (e.g., slapped, kicked, pushed, called a name). Most responses in the
diaries involved merely copying the provided words in the appropriate
spaces. Aggression and victimization scores were derived by summing the
positive responses to questions about being an aggressor and being a target
of aggression. Only data from the school day were utilized in this report.
Victimization scores were expressed as rates, or frequencies of instances of
victimization divided by total number of indirect observations for that
youngster; there was a maximum of nine possible indirect observations
(M =.62, SD =.75).

Peer Nomination and Self-Report Measures

All peer and self-report measures were group administered by a trained re-
search associate. Research associates did not administer measures to those
subjects they had previously observed, thus minimizing possible tester bias.
For the peer nomination measure, developed by Perry and colleagues (Perry
et al., 1988), youngsters were assembled in a room by a research associate
and given a list of descriptive statements related to bullying (e.g., “She’s/
he’s just plain mean”), victimization (e.g., “Kids make fun of him/her”),
and isolation/withdrawal (e.g., “She/he doesn’t want to play”), among
other things. The names of all members of the focal youngster’s homeroom
were listed at the top of each sheet. Youngsters put checks next to the
names that corresponded to each descriptive statement. The victimization
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score (based on five items) was derived by summing and averaging within
each classroom the nominations corresponding to each factor (M = 4.79,
SD = 3.96). The alpha for the victimization scale was .95.

The self-report measure was Olweus’s (1989) Senior Bully/Victim
Questionnaire. It has a Likert scoring format (response possibilities ranged
from O to 4), and it was administered in the winter of the school year. This
is a widely used measure (see Olweus, 1993, and Introduction, this volume)
that yields factors for bullying (five items; e.g., “Do you think it’s fun to
make trouble for other students?”) and victimization (nine items; e.g.,
“Have you been bullied by one or more students?” M = 1.35, SD = 0.61).
The alpha for the victimization scale was .95.

Comparisons between Measures of Victimization

In this section I examine the intercorrelations among the self-report, peer
nomination, direct observation, and diary measures. By way of previewing
the results, I provide some examples of aggression and victimization re-
corded in the direct observation and with the diaries. I begin with examples
from the direct observations.

In one case, a group of boys and girls were standing in a very crowded
hall, talking with a teacher. One boy bumped into another, seemingly by ac-
cident, as the hall was crowded. The boy who was bumped pushed the
other very hard. The boy being pushed left. We coded this as aggression (re-
active) with no retaliation.

More instrumental cases of aggression were also observed. For exam-
ple, it was very common to observe one youngster push another out of the
way in order to advance in the lunch queue. In another case, a boy walked
by another boy, who was seated eating his lunch, and grabbed a cookie.
The boy eating looked up with surprise and then sadly went on eating with-
out protest.

Interestingly, most instances of aggression and victimization were very
brief and fleeting, such as the repeated cases of a boy walking by another
and slapping him hard in the head while continuing to walk. Thus, to ob-
serve these brief cases is incredibly labor intensive.

Examples from diaries are less frequent, as youngsters most often sim-
ply copied the single words we provided to respond to each question. There
were cases, however, in which individuals described having their lunch or
money taken from them in the cafeteria or on the bus en route to school.
This sort of extortion was typically committed by a group of boys in the
presence of other students. The victims’ typical responses were embarrass-
ment and sadness.

In presenting comparisons between measures, I was initially interested
in discerning the relations between the diaries and direct observations. The
relations between directly and indirectly observed victimization were not
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statistically significant, as can be seen in Table 5.1. Each form did, however,
relate significantly to the peer nomination measure of victimization. The di-
ary method, but not the direct observation method, was significantly re-
lated to self-reported victimization. This relation may reflect shared meth-
ods variance, or it may be that diaries should be considered a form of self-
report, rather than an observational measure. To resolve this issue, future
research should examine relations between different forms of diary and
self-report measures. That the peer nomination measure correlated signifi-
cantly with all measures, however, suggests that shared methods variance
alone is not responsible for the significant associations between measures.

That the diary measure, but not the direct observation measure, was
significantly correlated with the self-report and peer nomination measures
of victimization may reflect the fact that some instances of victimization are
brief and done in a very clandestine and deliberate manner (Craig & Pepler,
1997). As noted earlier, peers were also privy to this information, as indi-
cated by the correlation between diaries and peer nominations. It may be
the case that youngsters are deliberately victimized in the presence of their
peers as a way of establishing and maintaining peer status.

The sampling rules followed in our direct observations (i.e., focal child
sampling) seemed to have missed these infrequently occurring behaviors,
even though youngsters were observed frequently across the school day and
across the school year. Future research should address this problem by uti-
lizing a sampling technique (i.e., event/behavior sampling) that is more sen-
sitive to rare events (Pellegrini, 1996). The fact that the peer and self-report
measures did not relate significantly to the direct observation measure may
also indicate that the observers were not as unobtrusive as assumed. Their
presence, as adults, may have inhibited victimization.

These results have important implications. First, regarding research,
our diary results show that they are valid indicators of victimization as seen
through the eyes of other students, and especially as seen through the eyes
of the victims themselves. In this way the diaries were more like self-report
measures than direct observational methods. Using a structured diary ap-
proach, whereby we specified the sampling (i.e., behavior was sampled on a
specific day and for specific events) and recording rules (i.e., a specific vo-
cabulary list was provided to answer questions), may have been especially

TABLE 5.1. Intercorrelations between Measures of Victimization

2 3 4
1. Nominations 327 21% 22%%
2. Self-report 34%* .07
3. Diary .08

4. Direct observation

Note. *p < .05; **p < .01.
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important (Pellegrini, 1996). A less structured approach may have sampled
diverse behaviors and recorded them in a more idiosyncratic fashion, thus
possibly attenuating correlations with other measures of victimization.

The diary and peer nomination results further indicate that students
provide a consistent and valid picture of those they consider victims. Their
perspective should be added to those of external raters, observers, and
teachers. Indeed, results from other analyses (e.g., the low correspondence
between direct observational and diary measures but significant correla-
tions between diary and self-report and peer measures) suggest that the di-
ary data account for variance in the identification of victims not available
through direct observation.

The different sources of student data may also have implications for
identifying risk factors associated with victimization. Specifically, self-
reports, as compared with peer reports, of victimization relate to dysfunc-
tional intrapsychological consequences (Graham & Juvonen,1998a, 1998b;
Juvonen, Nishina, & Graham, Chapter 4, this volume). More work must
be done to explore the extent to which diary and self-report measures dif-
ferentially predict dysfunction. It would be particularly useful to relate
diary and self-report measures to measures of peer and self-status as
assessed by a third party, such as a clinician or a teacher. In this way prob-
lems of shared methods variance can be eliminated.

Instrument Utility in Identifying Harassed Students

In the analyses presented next, youngsters were categorized as victims
based on data from the peer nomination and self-report instruments. In
these analyses, victimization was treated as a categorical rather than con-
tinuous variable. The choice of these two measures for making compari-
sons, as noted earlier, was based on the “usability” of these measures by
practitioners.

To further aid in using these measures for making educational policy
decisions, two levels of categorization severity are presented for each analy-
sis: youngsters above or below the mean value and youngsters 1 standard
deviation above the mean value for each instrument being compared with
the rest of the sample. We would expect there to be a significant overlap be-
tween the self-report and peer nominations measures in identifying young-
sters in the more extreme group (1 SD above the mean) simply because ex-
treme cases are most visible. The overlap between these measures at the less
extreme level (above the mean), however, would indicate that the measures
are similarly sensitive to rather subtle instances of peer harassment. For
each analysis, a 2 X 2 chi-square contingency table was constructed, with
each measure being split at high and low levels. For each comparison, as
displayed in Table 5.2, the association was significant. Thus, because of
their association, educators can utilize either of the formats in their class-
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TABLE 5.2. Percentage of Youngsters in Each Category Used in Chi-Squares
for Identifying Harassed Students

Victimized above and below the mean

Peer nomination

Self-report Below the mean Above the mean
Below the mean 48.5 17.1
Above the mean 17.1 17.1

Note. n = 134; % = 7.63; p < .01.

Victimized 1 SD above the mean and remainder of the sample

Peer nomination

Self-report Remainder of the sample 1 SD above the mean
Remainder of the sample 77.6 8.21
1 SD above the mean 10.35 3.73

Note. n = 134; ¥ = 4.35; p < .05.

rooms as a first level of assessment. We stress here that the use of any one
of these measures is just a first step in a more thorough assessment. As our
results have shown, different data sources are complementary; thus, subse-
quent assessment, employing peer, self-report, and observational measures,
should be used as a follow-up to identify specific problems.

CONCLUSIONS

In this chapter, I have shown the ways in which different measurement pro-
cedures complement each other in identifying victimized youngsters in mid-
dle school. I added to the literature on school victimization by presenting a
comparison of a multimethod and multiagent approach to studying peer
harassment in school. The use of extensive direct observations and student
diaries extends current research, which has utilized, for the most part, peer
and adult rating scales and nomination procedures.

This work has implications for educators confronting problems of peer
harassment in schools. We have demonstrated that different measures pro-
vide complementary and, in some cases, overlapping information on the
problem of antisocial behavior in school. “Objective” observations of
youngsters’ behavior were consistently correlated with youngsters’ percep-
tions of victimization. Direct observational methods are probably too ex-
pensive for most schools. Ratings and nominations completed by young-
sters, however, seem to provide a useful alternative.

Yet, by way of caution, we should guard against using a limited bat-
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tery of assessment procedures when conducting “high stakes” assessments.
In such instances a multimethod approach should be taken, whereby direct
observations, as well as different forms of informant scales, are used. Fur-
ther, when observers and outside raters are used as part of such a battery,
they should observe students in a wide variety of settings across a number
of months. Less extensive samples of experience with youngsters will yield
less reliable and less valid data.
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PART II

Subtypes and Age-Related
Changes in Peer Harassment

To be able to fully understand the phenomenon of peer harassment, we
need to examine its many manifestations and the range of responses it elic-
its in youth. Some forms of harassment are overt and direct (e.g., physical
aggression), while others are covert and indirect (e.g., spreading rumors).
Whereas physical aggression is a common type of harassment among youn-
ger children, indirect and relational maltreatment are more prevalent
among older youth, especially among adolescent girls. The factors that
evoke harassment are also likely to vary developmentally. For example, the
onset of puberty provide youth with new reasons and novel strategies to in-
timidate and embarrass one another. Finally, the responses of the targets of
peer harassment vary also. Although many victims are characterized by
their submissive reactions, there are others who retaliate. The response pat-
terns (submissive vs. aggressive) may change to some degree with age, but
they seem to also capture integral individual differences in emotion regula-
tion. These are some of the key issues covered in this part of the book.

In Chapter 6, David Schwartz, Laura Proctor, and Deborah Chien fo-
cus their analyses on one distinct subgroup of victims: children who are
aggressive and victimized. The authors provide a comprehensive review of
relevant research assessing the prevalence, behavioral characteristics, and
psychosocial adjustment of aggressive victims. This review suggests that
this subgroup of victims is characterized by irritable, impulsive, and overly
reactive behavioral responses, similar to children identified with Attention-
Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and/or Conduct Disorder (CD).
Schwartz et al. posit that emotional and behavioral dysregulation might ac-
count for the problems of this small but apparently high risk group of vic-
tims.

In Chapter 7, Francoise Alsaker and Stefan Valkanover compare sub-
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missive and aggressive victims to bullies and children who are not involved
in bullying incidents. The chapter focuses on the youngest age group dis-
cussed in this book. Relying on their analyses of Swiss kindergarten class-
rooms (cf., U.S. preschools), the authors describe challenges posed by the
typical behaviors and biased self-reports of young children as well as the ef-
fects of less structured day-care settings. Alsaker and Valkanover conclude
their chapter with descriptive and evaluation data on their teacher-targeted
prevention program.

Nicki Crick and her collaborators devote their chapter (Chapter 8) to
relational victimization, which involves strategic manipulation of relation-
ships. This chapter is unique in that it highlights the fact that children are
victimized in multiple affiliative contexts; relational harassment takes place
in peer groups, dyadic friendships, and in the context of romantic relation-
ships. The authors review age- and sex-differences in rates and forms of re-
lational victimization as well as its harmful effects on psychosocial adjust-
ment.

Laurence Owens, Phillip Slee, and Rosalyn Shute in Chapter 9 focus
their analysis on indirect forms of victimization (e.g., talking behind a per-
son’s back, exclusion from a peer group). These forms of harassment al-
ways involve manipulation of group dynamics. Relying on their qualitative
data, the authors show how Australian adolescent girls talk about various
forms of indirect harassment and the pain caused by such peer maltreat-
ment. The girls also provide their views on the characteristics of victims
and the reasons underlying indirect harassment. The authors devote the last
section of their chapter to a review of methods that can be used to combat
indirect and often very covert forms of harassment.

Wendy Craig, Debra Pepler, Jennifer Connolly, and Kathryn Hen-
derson, in Chapter 10, conclude Part II of this book with a developmental
account of peer harassment among adolescents. They hypothesize that the
onset of puberty predicts an increase in sexual harassment. Furthermore,
the authors posit that the timing of pubertal development (early, on-time,
late) predicts the rates of harassment. Their Canadian data support the off-
time hypothesis, showing that early-maturing teens are indeed more likely
to be targets of both same- and opposite-sex-initiated harassment.
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The Aggressive Victim of Bullying

Emotional and Behavioral Dysregulation
as a Pathway to Victimization by Peers

DAVID SCHWARTZ, LAURA ]J. PROCTOR,
and DEBORAH H. CHIEN

Theoretical perspectives on bully/victim problems often incorporate a con-
ceptualization of the persistently targeted child as submissive, inhibited, or
socially withdrawn (Perry, Perry, & Kennedy, 1992; Olweus, 1994; Pelle-
grini, 1998). Empirical research has generally supported this view. Investi-
gators have described linkages between nonasssertive social behavior and
risk for victimization in the peer group (Boivin, Hymel, & Bukowski, 1995;
Olweus, 1978; Schwartz, Dodge, & Coie, 1993). There does, however, ap-
pear to be a degree of heterogeneity among children who emerge as victims
of peer harassment (Perry, Kusel, & Perry, 1988). Although the majority of
these children tend to be characterized by submissive and passive behavior-
al tendencies, a subgroup of victims are prone toward more aggressive or
hostile behaviors. Children who are both victimized and aggressive were
first described by Olweus (1978) and have subsequently been identified by
numerous researchers. In the existing literature, these children have been
referred to alternately as “bully/victims” (e.g., Boulton & Smith, 1994),
“provocative whipping boys” (Olweus, 1978), “ineffectual aggressors”
(Perry et al., 1992), and “aggressive victims” (Pellegrini, Bartini, & Brooks,
1999; Schwartz, Dodge, Pettit, & Bates, 1997). Regardless of the label used
for this subgroup, aggressive victims represent an important target for em-
pirical inquiry. Although fewer in number than “passive” victims, these
children appear to be at higher risk for social rejection and other negative
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peer group outcomes and tend to experience maladjustment in multiple do-
mains of functioning (Schwartz, 2000).

This chapter reviews the existing research on aggressive victims.! We
summarize what is known about these children, with a focus on prevalence
and gender differences, concurrent correlates, and predictors. We also iden-
tify some unresolved questions and describe current methodological and
theoretical dilemmas. Our goal is to highlight the conceptual significance of
the aggressive victims subgroup and to emphasize the at-risk status of these
children. Our discussion is guided by theoretical perspectives partially de-
rived from Perry et al.’s (1992; see also Perry, Williard, & Perry, 1990) con-
ceptualization of the aggressive victim as an emotionally dysregulated “in-
effectual aggressor” and Olweus’s (1978) notion of the “provocative
victim.” As we describe, emerging findings are largely consistent with the
formulations presented by these researchers. We also argue that impair-
ments in emotional and behavioral modulation constitute the primary
mechanism through which aggressive victims emerge as persistent targets of
peer harassment.

PREVALENCE AND GENDER DISTRIBUTIONS

In considering the significance of research on children who are concurrently
victimized and aggressive, an issue of immediate importance is the size of
this subgroup of victims. What percentage of children can be conceptual-
ized as aggressive victims at any one point in time? This question is difficult
to answer conclusively. Prevalence estimates reported across investigations
vary widely, perhaps because of the influence of design-specific factors. In
addition, investigations in this area have often employed arbitrary classifi-
cation criteria that are not necessarily comparable across studies.

Aggressive victims have been identified with various assessment tech-
niques (Pellegrini, Chapter 5, this volume), although self-report or peer
nomination data have been the most common. In research conducted with
self-report questionnaires, children who acknowledge frequent involvement
in aggressive exchanges as both initiators and targets are often labeled
“bully/victims” (Craig, 1998; Mynard & Joseph, 1997). With peer nomi-
nation approaches, children who obtain standardized aggression and vic-
timization scores above a particular cutoff (e.g., 1.0 SD above the mean)
are classified as “aggressive victims” (Pellegrini et al., 1999; Schwartz,
2000) or “bully/victims” (Boulton & Smith, 1994). Other data sources
have included parent (Kumpulainen et al., 1998) and teacher reports
(Olweus, 1978).

Agreement among informants appears to be modest at best. For exam-
ple, correlations between self-report and peer nomination scores for victim-
ization typically range from r = .30 to 7 = .40 (e.g., Osterman et al., 1994;
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Perry et al., 1988; Graham & Juvonen, 1998). Investigators have also
found that children’s self-reports of aggressive behavior do not correlate
well with teacher or peer reports (Ledingham, Younger, Schwartzman, &
Bergeron, 1982; Osterman et al., 1994). This lack of overlap among infor-
mants may be theoretically meaningful (Graham & Juvonen, 1998; see also
Juvonen, Nishina, & Graham, Chapter 4, this volume), but complicates at-
tempts to integrate findings. There may, in fact, be systematic differences in
the composition of the relevant subgroups identified using distinct sources
of data. Aggressive victims identified via peer nominations and via self-
reports are not necessarily equivalent subgroups.

Another concern is that research in this area has tended to focus al-
most exclusively on overt forms of aggression and victimization. Girls typi-
cally do not display aggressive behaviors of this nature but may be charac-
terized by more “relational” subtypes of aggression (Crick & Grotpeter,
1995; Crick et al., Chapter 8, this volume). Although a number of investi-
gators have reported that boys are overrepresented in the aggressive victim
subgroup (e.g., Pellegrini et al., 1999), it is difficult to interpret such find-
ings in the absence of research conducted with multidimensional assess-
ments of aggression. Researchers may have failed to identify victimized
girls who are relationally aggressive.

With these limitations in mind we conducted a literature search, exam-
ining the proportion of children identified as aggressive victims in existing
investigations. The results, organized by type of informant, are depicted in
Table 6.1. Studies published in peer-reviewed academic journals are empha-
sized. Unpublished investigations, and investigations in which the classifi-
cation criteria are not clear, are not reported.

As shown, there is a degree of inconsistency in the findings reported in in-
vestigations using self-report methodologies. The percentage of children clas-
sified as aggressive victims differs substantially across these studies, with esti-
mates ranging from 2% to nearly 29%. There is also considerable variability
in the relative size of identified subgroups, although the aggressive victim sub-
group is smaller than the passive victim subgroup in all but one of the studies.
To some extent, the inconsistency across these studies is likely to reflect differ-
ences in the stringency of the criteria used to classify children into extreme
subgroups. For example, Baldry and Farrington (1998) classified children
who reported being bullied “once or twice” as victims, whereas Rigby (1994,
1998) used the more rigorous criterion of “at least once a week.” Results
based on extremely lenient criteria may be particularly difficult to interpret.

The findings are more consistent across studies using peer nomination,
teacher report, or multi-informant approaches (see Table 6.1). Although a
wide variety of classification schemes and cutoff levels have been employed
in these investigations, the percentage of children identified as aggressive
victims generally varies within a relatively narrow range of approximately
4% to 8%. In these studies, aggressive victims were consistently the small-
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TABLE 6.1. Studies Reporting Prevalence of Subtypes of Victims

Sample

Definition/assessment

Study characteristics* Age group of subtypes Prevalence of subtypes Prevalence of subtypes by gender
Self-report
Austin & n = 425 English chil-  8-11 years 6 bully items and 6 victim items; 9% bully; 22% passive Not reported.
Joseph (1996)  dren (204 boys, 221 (M = 9.2) membership in each subgroup victim; 15% aggressive
girls) was based on cutoff scores of victim.
2.50 on scale of 1-4.
Baldry & n = 238 children (125 11-14 years Modified version of Olweus’s 23.9% bully; 14.7% pas-  Bully: 71.9% boys, 28.1% girls;
Farrington boys, 113 girls) in a (M =12.7) Questionnaire (1991, 1993); sive victim; 28.6% aggres- passive victim: 28.6% boys,
(1998) middle school in membership in each subgroup sive victim. 71.4% girls; aggressive victim:
Rome was based on responses of at 57.3% boys, 42.7% girls.
least “once or twice” on at least
1 bully item and at least 1 victim
item.
Bijttebier & n = 329 children (168 8-13 years 1 bully item and 1 victim item 7.9% bully; 6.38% pas-  Bully: 74.1% boys, 25.9% girls;
Vertommen boys, 161 girls), (M = 10.9). derived from Olweus (1990); sive victim; 2.74% aggres- passive victim: 52.4% boys,
(1998) grades 4-6, in three membership in each subgroup sive victim. 47.6% girls; aggressive victim:
Flemish schools was based on responses of at 100% boys, 0% girls.
least “now and then.”
Craig (1998) n = 546 children (254 Grades 5-8 Shortened version of Olweus 15.2% bully; 20.8% pas-  Bully: 60.2% boys, 39.8% girls;
boys, 292 girls) from (M = 11.24 (1989) and Lagerspetz, Bjorqvist, sive victim; 19% aggres-  passive victim: 38.6% boys,
middle-class areas in  years) & Peltonen (1988); bullies scored  sive victim. 61.4% girls; aggressive victim:

a small city; white
(67%), Asian (16%),
and African American
(11%)

0.75 SD above M on bully scale

and 0.25 SD below M on victim

scale; passive victims scored 0.75
SD above M on victim scale and

0.25 SD below M on bully scale;
aggressive victims scored 0.75 SD
above M on both scales.

52.9% boys, 47.1% girls.



161

Menesini et al.

(1997)

Mynard &
Joseph (1997)

O’Moore &
Hillery (1989)

Pellegrini,
Bartini, &
Brooks (1999)

Rigby (1994)

Rigby (1998)

n = 8,137 children:
1,379 Italian (731
boys, 648 girls) and
6,758 English (3,423
boys, 3,290 girls)

n = 179 English chil-
dren in two schools;
75 boys, 104 girls

n = 783 Irish children
(285 boys, 498 girls)
in four schools

n = 154 children (87
boys, 67 girls) from
five schools in Geor-
gia

n = 856 Australian
children (380 boys,
476 girls) in five high
schools

n = 819 Australian
children in high
school (433 boys, 386
girls)

Italian: 8-14
years; English:
8-16 years

8-13 years (M
=10.7)

7-13 years

5th graders (M
= 11.9 years)

13-16 years
(M = 14.06)

13-16 years
(M =13.99)

1 bully item and 1 victim item
derived from Olweus (1993);
membership in each subgroup
was based on responses of at
least “sometimes” to 1 bully item
and 1 victim item.

6 bully items and 6 victim items;
membership in each subgroup
was based on cutoff scores of
2.50 on scale of 1-4.

3 bully items and 5 victim items
from Roland and Munthe (1989);
membership in a subgroup was
based on responses of at least
“once a week.”

S bully items and 9 victim items
from Olweus (1989); membership
in each subgroup was based on
cutoff scores of 0.8 SD above M.

1 bully item and 1 victim item
from Olweus (1991); membership
in each subgroup was based on
responses of at least “sometimes”
to bully item and “at least once a
week” to victim item.

2 bully items and 2 victim items
from Olweus (1991); membership
in each subgroup was based on
responses of at least “sometimes”
to bully item and “at least once a
week” to victim item.

Ttalian: 8.5% bully;
24.56% passive victim;
9.23% aggressive victim;
English: 5.29% bully;
13.62% passive victim;
2.49% aggressive victim.

11% bully; 20% passive
victim; 18% aggressive
victim.

1.4% bully; 7.3% passive
victim; 0.4% aggressive
victim.

14% bully; 11.4% passive
victim; 5% aggressive vic-
tim.

9% bully; 11% passive
victim; 2% aggressive vic-
tim.

13.7% bully; 11.4% pas-
sive victim; 3.8% aggres-
sive victim.

Not reported

Not reported.

Not reported by subtype.

Bully: 68.2% boys, 31.8% girls;
passive victim: 50% boys, 50%
girls; aggressive victim: 87.5%
boys, 12.5% girls.

Bully: 49.3% boys, 50.6% girls;
passive victim: 51.6% boys,
48.4% girls; aggressive victim:

61.1% boys, 38.9% girls.

Bully: 67.0% boys, 33.0% girls;
passive victim: 62.3% boys,
37.6% girls; aggressive victim:
83.9% boys, 16.1% girls.

(continued)
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TABLE 6.1. (continued)

Study

Sample
characteristics

Age group

Definition/assessment
of subtypes

Prevalence of subtypes

Prevalence of subtypes by gender

Peer nominations

Boulton &
Smith (1994)

Perry, Kusel, &
Perry (1988)

Schwartz,
Dodge, Pettit,
& Bates (1997)

n = 158 children (83
boys, 75 girls) from
three urban middle
schools in Great Brit-
ain; at one school,
“native British” origin
(50%), Asian origin
(44%), other (6%); at
another school,
“native British” origin
(44%), Asian origin
(44%), other (12%);
third school, “native
British” origin (70%),
Asian origin (21%),
other (9%)

n = 165 children (83
boys, 82 girls)

n = 198 boys;
African American

(22.7%)

M age in one
school = 8.5
years; M age
in other two
schools = 9.5
years

Grades 3-6
(M =10.6
years)

Grades 3-4
(M age in
cohort 1 =9
years; M age
in cohort 2 =
8 years)

1 bully item and 1 victim item;
bullies were nominated by at least
50% of the class as bully and by
less than 33% as victim; passive
victims were nominated by at
least 33% of the class as victim
and by less than 50% as bully;
aggressive victims were nominated
by more than 50% of the class as
bully and more than 33% as vic-
tim.

7 victim items and 7 aggression
items; victim cutoff was approxi-
mately 1 SD above M; bully cut-
off was based on median split.

3 aggression items and 3 victim
items; membership in each sub-
group was based on a cutoff
score of 0.8 SD above M.

12.7% bully; 17.1% pas-
sive victim; 4.4% aggres-
sive victim.

4.8% passive victim;
5.5% aggressive victim.

16.7% bully; 10.6% pas-
sive victim; 8.1% aggres-
sive victim.

Bully: 100% boys, 0% girls; pas-
sive victim: 40.7% boys, 59.3%
girls; aggressive victims: 85.7%
boys, 14.3% girls.

Not reported.

Not reported.
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Schwartz n = 354 children (177 Grades 4-6 3 victim items and 3 bully items;  8.5% bully; 10.5% pas-  Bully: 60% boys, 40% girls; pas-
(2000) boys, 177 girls) from (M = 11.3 bullies scored 0.5 SD above M on sive victim; sive victims: 67.6% boys, 32.4%
two Los Angeles years) bully scale and below M on vic-  4.2% aggressive victim. girls; aggressive victims: 93.3%
schools; Hispanic tim scale; passive victims scored boys, 6.7% girls.
(64%), African Amer- 0.5 SD above M on victim scale
ican (30%), white and below M on bully scale;
and other (6%) aggressive victims scored above
0.5 SD on both scales.
Teacher report
Olweus (1978) n = 299 Swedish boys Grade 6 at Teachers nominated bullies and 12.4% bully; 8.6% vic-
Time 1 victims. tim.**
Multiple informants
Kumpulainen n = 5,813 Finnish M = 8.4 years 1 bully item and 1 victim item 8.1% bully; 11.3% pas-  Bully: 83.2% boys, 16.8% girls;

children born in 1981
(2,946 boys, 2,867
girls)

et al. (1998)

completed by parents, teachers,
and children; aggressive victims
were rated by at least one infor-
mant as being a bully and victim
“certainly” or “frequently,” or
rated by two informants as being
a bully or victim “occasionally”
or “sometimes.”

sive victim; 7.6% aggres-

sive victim.

passive victim: 57.7% boys,
42.3% girls; aggressive victim:

84.6% boys, 15.4% girls.

Note. To maintain consistency with chapter text, the terms bully, passive victim, and aggressive victim are used to describe subgroups, even when authors have utilized different

terms.

*When available, authors’ descriptions of ethnic/racial characteristics of participants are included.

**Prevalence at Time 1 for initial subsample; subsequent data were collected with approximately 1,000 boys in grades 6-8. Although Olweus did not formally calculate preva-
lence rates for victim subtypes, he estimated that 3-7% of bullies and victims were “genuine fluctuators” between the two roles; open-ended teacher descriptions of subsamples
of victims indicated that approximately 14-21% of victims were “provocative” across samples.
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est subgroup identified, with passive victims outnumbering aggressive vic-
tims by a substantial margin

Gender differences are reported in only a handful of studies, with boys
almost always overrepresented in the aggressive victim subgroup (e.g.,
Pellegrini et al., 1999). This imbalance in gender distribution has been quite
marked in a number of investigations. In fact, some researchers have re-
ported difficulty identifying enough female aggressive victims for analysis
(Schwartz et al., 1997; Schwartz, 2000). These findings must, however, be
viewed with caution, given the assessment difficulties described earlier. Be-
cause researchers have only rarely included assessments of relational or in-
direct aggression, the number of female aggressive victims may be systemat-
ically underestimated.

A factor that is certain to influence the proportion of children identi-
fied as aggressive victims is the magnitude of the dimensional association
between aggression and victimization. The number of children who are
identified as extreme in both aggression and victimization should increase
as the size of the correlation between these two indices of peer group mal-
adjustment grows larger. In studies that have examined this issue directly,
correlations between aggression and victimization have been modestly to
moderately positive, ranging from approximately r = .20 to = .50 (Crick
& Bigbee, 1998; Egan, Monson, & Perry, 1998; Hodges, Malone, & Perry,
1997; Hodges & Perry, 1999). Interestingly, similar magnitude effects have
been observed in both single-informant and multi-informant studies (Hodges,
Boivin, Vitaro, & Bukowski, 1999; Pellegrini et al., 1999; Schwartz,
McFadyen-Ketchum, Dodge, Pettit, & Bates, 1998). This consistent pattern
of findings is somewhat surprising, given the initial evidence that aggres-
sion and victimization are “orthogonal” aspects of a child’s social experi-
ence (see Perry et al., 1988).

To some extent, discrepancies in the dimensional association between
victimization and aggression (or other forms of externalizing behavior)
across studies could reflect differences in the specific subtypes of these be-
haviors assessed. There is some evidence that dysregulated or impulsive
forms of externalizing are more closely associated with victimization than
organized, goal-oriented behaviors (Pope & Bierman, 1999; Schwartz,
Dodge, et al., 1998). We have more to say on this point later.

Taken together, these findings allow for a number of preliminary con-
clusions. Although prevalence estimates vary across studies, the available
evidence suggests that aggressive victims are quite few in number. In almost
all of the investigations reviewed, aggressive victims were the smallest sub-
group identified. The majority of children who can be conceptualized as
persistent victims of peer group harassment do not seem to be characterized
by an aggressive behavioral pattern. The available data also suggest a
marked gender imbalance across subgroups, with most aggressive victims
being male (at least when aggressive victims are identified with assessments
that do not focus on “relational” or “indirect” subtypes of aggression).
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With regard to developmental trends, a number of important ques-
tions remain unanswered. Although the studies summarized in Table 6.1
have included diverse age groups, a consistent developmental pattern has
yet to emerge. Nonetheless, the topography, frequency, and social implica-
tions of aggressive behavior do change substantially across the course of
development (Coie & Dodge, 1998). There is some evidence that the rela-
tionship between aggression and negative social outcomes diminishes over
time (Coie, Dodge, & Kupersmidt, 1990). However, these findings have not
proved consistent across studies, with strong correlations found between
aggression and rejection in older peer groups (Parkhurst & Asher, 1992).
Furthermore, Coie et al. (1990) report that although the frequency of ag-
gressive acts decreases with age, the severity increases. In any case, it seems
likely that such developmental changes do influence the nature of the rela-
tion between aggressive behavior and harassment by peers.

Much also must be learned about the influence of contextual factors,
such as peer group composition. The implicit social norms that characterize
specific peer groups can exert a strong influence on children’s attitudes to-
ward aggressors (Wright, Giammarino, & Parad, 1986). Displays of ag-
gression or other externalizing behaviors are relatively unlikely to lead to
negative social outcomes in peer groups that are composed of children who
are, themselves, highly aggressive (see Boivin, Dodge, & Coie, 1995;
Wright et al., 1986). Aggressive children may be more likely to emerge as
victims of bullying when their hostile behavioral tendencies are viewed as
deviant and aversive by peers (see Juvonen, 1991). That is, aggressive chil-
dren who are “misfits” within their social context may be at particularly
high risk for harassment.

WHO IS THE AGGRESSIVE VICTIM?

Having summarized the research on the prevalence and gender distribution
of the aggressive victim subgroup, we now move on to focus on characteris-
tics of these children. We begin by examining the social behavior and
psychosocial adjustment of aggressive victims, and then conclude with a
discussion on early predictors and etiological mechanisms. Our goal, in this
section of the chapter, is to review evidence that aggressive victims are a
unique subgroup. We strive to demonstrate that there are theory-consistent
differences between aggressive victims and other subgroups of victimized or
aggressive children.

Social Behavior

Although aggressive victims have been identified in multiple investigations,
relatively little is known regarding the behavioral tendencies of these chil-
dren. Arguably, the focus of much of the existing research has been on iden-
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tification and classification, rather than description. However, some hy-
potheses can be drawn, based on existing theoretical perspectives. In
addition, the limited empirical data that are available suggest qualitative
differences in the social behavior of aggressive victims and that of both bul-
lies and passive victims.

As mentioned earlier, the first researcher to discuss aggressive victims
was Olweus (1978). Olweus asked teachers to provide open-ended descrip-
tions of the social behavior of a group of persistently bullied children as part
of his seminal investigation of aggressors and their victims among Swedish
sixth graders. The majority of the resulting descriptions were consistent with
the stereotypical view of the frequently victimized child as passive or oversub-
missive. However, teachers also depicted a small subgroup of the identified
victims as irritable, restless, and hostile. Olweus distinguished between “pas-
sive” victims who are probably bullied because their submissive behavior
indicates to peers that they will not retaliate, and “provocative” victims who
may emerge as targets of harassment because their irritating off-task behavior
provokes peers. Olweus (1999) later suggested that provocative victims
might also suffer from deficits in concentration and attention and noted that
some could be characterized by hyperactivity.

Perry et al. (1992) have offered a view of the aggressive victim as an
emotionally dysregulated child who can be described as an “ineffectual ag-
gressor” or a “high-conflict victim.” These investigators hypothesized that
aggressive victims are children who tend to become involved in extended
and emotionally charged conflicts with their peers. Perry et al. suggested
that these children may have difficulty modulating their affect during inter-
personal conflicts, so that they become overaroused and escalate relatively
benign peer group interactions into more aggressive exchanges. They then
lose the initiated conflicts amid displays of poorly modulated anger, emo-
tional distress, and frustration. As “ineffectual aggressors,” aggressive vic-
tims differ from “effectual aggressors” (i.e., bullies), who succeed in domi-
nating peers with a goal-oriented aggressive behavioral strategy. At the
same time, as “high-conflict victims,” these children form a distinct group
from “low-conflict victims” (i.e., passive victims), who are withdrawn, sub-
missive, and yield to bullies’ demands without counterattacking.

Schwartz et al. (1997) later presented a similar series of hypotheses.
These researchers suggested that aggressive victims might be targeted for
harassment by peers as a consequence of their irritable dispositions. They
also emphasized the distinction between aggressive victims and nonvic-
timized aggressors, children whose aggressive behavior is organized and
goal-oriented (consistent with Perry et al.’s conceptualization of the “effec-
tual aggressor”).

Despite the important theoretical differences between these distinct
perspectives, they share a common theme of impairments in behavioral and
emotional regulation.? The picture that emerges is one of the aggressive vic-
tim as an emotionally dysregulated antagonist. Aggressive victims are seen
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as children whose impulsive and disorganized behavior can provoke mal-
treatment by peers (e.g., Olweus, 1978). They may tend to reward aggres-
sors with high amplitude emotional responses (as per Perry et al., 1990)
and exaggerated angry retaliation (Schwartz, Dodge, et al., 1998). This
behavioral pattern is distinct from that of bullies, who are viewed as more
effectual and organized in their use of aggressive behavior (Perry et al.,
1992), as well as that of passive victims, who are described as submissive
and inhibited (Schwartz et al., 1993).

Intrinsic to this view is the notion that there are subtypes of external-
izing behavior in childhood. One externalizing cluster is hypothesized to in-
volve controlled and goal-oriented aggressive behavior. These behaviors
represent strategies for achieving social or instrumental goals and are
driven primarily by the expectation of positive reward. Bullying, object-
oriented aggression, and some relationally aggressive behaviors would fit
into this category. A second externalizing cluster includes behaviors that
are more impulsive or dysregulated in nature. These behaviors are driven
by powerful underlying states of anger and emotional distress, poorly regu-
lated internal impulses, or short-term reinforcers in the environment. Be-
haviors in this cluster may include angry, retaliatory forms of aggression
(Dodge, 1991), hyperactivity, and off-task behaviors. It is this latter cluster
that appears to characterize aggressive victims.

The available research does seem to provide some support for this for-
mulation. In an interesting study, Kumpulainen et al. (1998) obtained multi-
informant reports (self, teacher, and parent informants) of bullying, victim-
ization, and behavior problems for 5,813 Finnish elementary school chil-
dren (average age = 8.4 years). Children who scored high on both bullying
and victimization (i.e., aggressive victims) also received high scores for hy-
peractivity (i.e., restlessness, poor concentration, impulsivity) and negative
mood. Aggressive victims experienced these problems to a greater degree
than any of the other subgroups examined, including bullies.

Kupersmidt, Patterson, and Eickholt (1989) reported similar findings
in a cross-sectional study conducted with a sample of 1,446 second-
through fifth-grade children in the southern United States. These children
were classified into bully/victim subgroups based on scores obtained with a
peer nomination inventory, and their behavioral functioning was assessed
with standardized behavior problem checklists completed by teachers. Ag-
gressive victims scored higher than other children on scales tapping hyper-
activity, disruptiveness, and attention-seeking behavior. Aggressive victims
were also less withdrawn than both passive victims and normative compar-
ison children.

Findings from our own research program (Schwartz, 2000), conducted
in Los Angeles, are consistent with Kumpulainen et al.’s (1998) and
Kupersmidt et al.’s (1989) results. As part of a larger investigation of the
social adjustment of children living in highly stressed urban settings, peer
nomination victimization and aggression scores were obtained for 354 chil-
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dren (mean age = 11.3 years). Teacher ratings of emotion dysregulation, hy-
peractivity, and social competence were also collected. The peer nomina-
tion scores were then used to classify children into bully/victim subgroups.
As compared with other children, aggressive victims received higher ratings
for emotion dysregulation and hyperactivity, and lower ratings for asser-
tive/prosocial behavior. Interestingly, aggressive victims did not differ from
normative comparison children on teacher ratings of withdrawn/submissive
behavior. Passive victims, on the other hand, received comparatively high
scores on ratings of withdrawn/submissive behavior.

Research conducted from a more dimensional perspective provides ad-
ditional evidence regarding the role that problems with behavioral and
emotional regulation play in the emergence of bully/victim problems. In ob-
servations of 8-year-old boys, Schwartz, Dodge, et al. (1998) found that
displays of angry, reactive aggression are concurrently correlated with
victimization by peers, whereas more goal-oriented aggressive behaviors
(e.g., bullying and instrumental aggression) are not. Schwartz, McFadyen-
Ketchum, Dodge, Pettit, and Bates (1999) reported that inattention—hyperactivity
and disruptive behavior problems in kindergarten and first grade are pre-
dictive of peer group victimization in third and fourth grade. A number of
researchers have also described associations between regulatory deficits and
relevant aspects of children’s social maladjustment (e.g., rebuff by peers; see
Eisenberg & Fabes, 1992).

Although most of these investigations are limited by a reliance on cross-
sectional designs, relevant longitudinal findings have been reported by Pope
and Bierman (1999). These researchers conducted an investigation of the link
between behavior problems in the middle years of childhood (i.e., elementary
school) and negative peer group outcomes in early adolescence (i.e., junior
high school). Children who scored high on indices of irritability—inattention
(characterized as “dysregulated” by the authors) in their elementary school
years tended to emerge as targets of ostracism and victimization in junior high
school. In contrast, children who displayed more organized patterns of ag-
gressive behavior did not experience such difficulties.

There have also been a number of short-term longitudinal studies dem-
onstrating predictive relations between early aggression and/or other ex-
ternalizing behaviors and later victimization by peers (Egan & Perry, 1998;
Hodges et al., 1999; Hodges & Perry, 1999; Olson, 1992). However,
externalizing has typically been conceptualized as a unidimensional con-
struct in these studies, with an emphasis on aggressive behaviors. With the
exception of the Pope and Bierman (1999) study, there has been little em-
phasis on impulsivity or behavioral dyscontrol.

A focus on emotional and behavioral dysregulation may not be wholly
consistent with the notion of the aggressive victim as a bully/victim. Im-
plicit in the “bully/victim” label is the idea that some children alternate be-
tween the roles of bully and victim. These children may, for example, oc-
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cupy the middle levels of the peer group dominance hierarchy. In such a
social situation, aggressive victims could be harassed by more dominant
peers while still victimizing subordinate peers (see Pellegrini, 1998). How-
ever, serious deficits in self-regulation would seem incompatible with the ef-
fective use of goal-oriented aggressive behavior in a controlled and domi-
nating manner, even within the context of specific dyadic relationships.

These theoretical arguments notwithstanding, the hypothesis that
some children are involved in bullying as both initiators and targets (i.e., al-
ternating roles of victim and aggressor) has received a degree of support
from recent observational research. Atlas and Pepler (1998) conducted nat-
uralistic observations of bully/victim interactions among 190 elementary
school children in Toronto, Canada. Approximately 40% of the children
who were victimized in at least one episode also served as the bully in at
least one episode.

Some investigators have also suggested that there may be multiple sub-
types of aggressive victims. Stephenson and Smith (1989) proposed a
typology that included victims, provocative victims, and bully/victims. We
are unaware, however, of any systematic attempts to validate such multi-
level conceptualizations.

In any case, there does seem to be a clear need for further research on
the social behavior of aggressive victims. Observational research on the
topographical features of conflicts involving aggressive victims may prove
to be particularly informative. It would be important, for example, to ex-
amine the social conditions under which these children respond aggres-
sively and the specific subtypes of aggression they display. A focus on the
characteristics of the children targeted by aggressive victims may also pro-
vide valuable information.

At present, the available data appear to provide preliminary support
for the formulations presented by Olweus (1978) and Perry et al. (1992).
Cross-sectional research has demonstrated that aggressive victims are char-
acterized by impulsive, hyperactive, and emotionally dysregulated behavior
(Kumpulainen et al., 1998; Kupersmidt et al., 1989; Schwartz, 2000). In
addition, the limited longitudinal findings that are available suggest that
early problems with emotion dysregulation and impulsive or poorly con-
trolled behavior are predictive of later difficulties with victimization by
peers (Pope & Bierman, 1999; Schwartz et al., 1999). We suspect that, over
time, further evidence will emerge highlighting the linkage between impair-
ments in emotion regulation and aggressive victim status.

Illustrative Case Examples

As an illustration of our hypotheses regarding distinctions in the behav-
ioral patterns of bullies, aggressive victims, and passive victims, consider
three descriptive vignettes of 6-8-year-old boys interacting in newly
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formed peer groups. These are fictionalized accounts, but may be concep-
tualized as prototypes, based on observations (by D. S.) of boys interact-
ing in a contrived play group study (Schwartz et al., 1993). This study
design brings six unfamiliar boys together for 45-minute play sessions on
5 consecutive days.

The first boy, Paul, would most likely meet criteria for classification as
a passive victim. Paul seems to be viewed as an “easy mark” by his play
group peers. During the initial interactions of the newly formed peer group,
Paul demonstrates a tendency to reward nonaggressive coercive overtures.
For example, during a “get acquainted” ball throwing game, he gives up
the ball quickly whenever asked. When the boys are taking turns using a
small portable video game, Paul frequently yields his turn. Later, as the
boys begin to engage in playful rough-and-tumble play bouts, Paul usually
adopts a submissive role. When another child challenges him to a mock
“kung fu” fight, Paul drops to the floor and covers his head. Eventually, the
other boys begin to target Paul for bullying. Paul responds to these over-
tures passively or with overt signs of pain. By the last play session, Paul has
emerged as a persistently harassed child.

The second boy, John, behaves as a typical bully. From the earliest ses-
sions, John seems to dominate his peers. John does not appear to be easily
angered, but he displays a willingness to use verbal and physical aggression
to reach his goals. For example, he threatens to “whup” a peer in order to
get access to a video game and persistently taunts and teases a second peer.
John is almost always the victor in any conflicts that are provoked by his
aggressive behavior. By the final session, the boys in John’s play group ap-
pear to be anxious to avoid challenging him.

The third boy, George, is a prototype of an aggressive victim. He gen-
erally seems irritable and overreactive. In the first play group session, he be-
comes very angry when another boy mistakenly bumps into him. He also
irately pushes a boy who steps on his foot by accident. Later, George begins
to engage in off-task behaviors, which his peers clearly find aversive. When
the children are given the task of working together on a group drawing
project, George’s behavior is frequently disruptive and irritating to the
other boys. Eventually, the boys begin to target George for aggression. In
these situations, George tends to react with exaggerated displays of anger
and hostility. George is also rarely successfully in his attempts to defend
himself. By the final session, George has emerged as a frequent victim of his
peers.

Psychosocial Adjustment

We move on now to focus on the psychosocial adjustment of aggressive vic-
tims. Past bully/victim researchers have consistently described associations
between harassment by peers and a variety of adjustment problems, includ-



The Aggressive Victim of Bullying 161

ing peer rejection (Perry et al., 1988; Graham & Juvonen, 1998), academic
failure (Austin & Joseph, 1996), and internalized distress (e.g., Craig,
1998). However, as we will discuss, there is evidence that aggressive victims
experience such difficulties to a greater degree than other aggressive or vic-
timized children.

To some extent, the adjustment difficulties encountered by these chil-
dren may be a further manifestation of the regulatory deficits described in
the previous section. Self-regulation has been conceptualized as a core de-
velopmental competency that is central to functioning across domains
(Garber & Dodge, 1991). These capacities are particularly reflected in a
child’s ability to behave flexibly and strategically in the context of emotion-
ally arousing social situations (Shields, Cicchetti, & Ryan, 1994) and are of
critical importance for adaptive functioning with peers. Insofar as aggres-
sive victims are characterized by difficulties in modulating behavior and af-
fect, they may be at increased risk for peer rejection and other adjustment
problems.

Not surprisingly, the available data indicate that aggressive victims are
highly disliked by their peers. Kupersmidt et al. (1989) found that aggres-
sive victims are more likely than either bullies or passive victims to be clas-
sified in the rejected sociometric status category. Similarly, Schwartz (2000)
reported that aggressive victims receive higher social rejection scores (i.e.,
“like least” nominations) than other victimized or aggressive children.
Perry et al. (1988) found that victimization and aggression make inde-
pendent contributions to the prediction of peer rejection, suggesting that
children who score high on both dimensions of social maladjustment are
more likely to experience rejection than children who score high on only
one dimension.

Bullies and passive victims also tend to experience peer group rebuff
but are generally better accepted than aggressive victims. In fact, some bul-
lies may even achieve a degree of popularity among their classmates. In his
seminal study of bully/victim interactions among Swedish adolescents,
Olweus (1978) found that bullies were relatively well liked, or were at least
positively evaluated by a subset of their peers (Olweus’s assessment of pop-
ularity included a “positive” item assessing liking by peers, but did not in-
clude a “negative” item assessing disliking; for a relevant discussion see
Coie, Dodge, & Kupersmidt, 1990).

Their difficulties in regulating negative affect may also leave aggressive
victims vulnerable to emotional distress (Garber, Braafladt, & Weiss, 19935;
Garber, Braafladt, & Zeman, 1991). In the Kumpulainen et al. (1998)
study, aggressive victims had higher scores on self-report depression inven-
tories and were more frequently referred for psychiatric consultation (by
teachers or parents) than children in any other subgroup. A relatively high
percentage of aggressive victims also exceeded clinical cutoffs on parent-
and teacher-report behavior problem checklists. The findings from this
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study are particularly noteworthy because it featured a multi-informant ap-
proach and a large representative sample.

Other researchers have reported results that are consistent with Kump-
ulainen et al.’s (1998) findings. Schwartz (2000) found that aggressive vic-
tims were more depressed and anxious than other aggressive or victimized
children. Kupersmidt et al. (1989) concluded that, as compared with other
children, aggressive victims have greater difficulties with depression, anxi-
ety, and low self-confidence (assessed via teacher rating scales). Austin and
Joseph (1996) reported that aggressive and passive victims were more de-
pressed and had lower self-esteem than normative comparison children.
Rigby (1998) noted that aggressive victims were more depressed and anx-
ious and reported more somatic complaints than normative comparison
children (aggressive victims did not differ from bullies or passive victims on
somatic symptoms or depression).

Contradicting results have been described in a small number of studies,
all of which used self-report measures to identify aggressive victims. Craig
(1998) found that aggressive victims did not differ from normative compar-
ison children on self-report depression inventories. Bijttebier and Ver-
tommen (1998) reported that aggressive victims had lower self-report
internalizing scores than passive victims in a sample of 329 Flemish fourth-
through sixth-grade children.

The poorly controlled and off-task behavior of aggressive victims can
also interfere with their ability to function in the classroom setting. In the
Schwartz (2000) study, teachers rated aggressive victims lower in academic
competence than passive victims and normative children. Austin and Jo-
seph (1996) reported that both aggressive and passive victims are lower in
self-perceived scholastic competence than other children. In addition,
Kumpulainen et al. (1998) reported that aggressive victims are more prone
toward school refusal (i.e., truancy and absences for trivial reasons) than
other aggressive or victimized children.

Taken together, these findings provide a portrait of the aggressive vic-
tim as a child who encounters adjustment problems in multiple domains of
functioning. Aggressive victims are frequently rejected by peers and often
suffer from feelings of depression and anxiety. In addition, aggressive vic-
tims tend to display deficient academic performance. Although the findings
are not wholly consistent across all studies, aggressive victims appear to ex-
perience these difficulties to a much greater degree than other aggressive or
victimized children.

It is important to acknowledge that the relevant investigations have al-
most exclusively utilized cross-sectional designs. Longitudinal associations
between peer harassment and psychosocial maladjustment have been exam-
ined in a number of studies (e.g., Boivin, Hymel, et al., 1995; Schwartz,
McFadyen-Ketchum, et al., 1998). However, in these investigations victim-
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ization has typically been conceptualized as a unidimensional variable, and
subtypes of aggressive and passive victims had not been taken into consid-
eration. As a result, it is not yet fully clear whether aggressive victims are at
greater long-term risk than other aggressive or victimized children.

Family Environment: Some Preliminary Findings

Researchers have also begun to examine more distal correlates of peer vic-
timization, with a particular focus on the linkage between children’s home
environment and harassment by peers at school. The evolving literature in
this area is certainly not extensive and is currently limited by a reliance on
correlational findings. Nonetheless, this research may provide some prelim-
inary clues regarding the possible roles of parenting and home environment
in the development of the regulatory difficulties displayed by aggressive vic-
tims.

Most of the investigations on this topic have relied on cross-sectional
designs, with self-report questionnaires being the primary data collection
modality. Bowers, Smith, and Binney (1992, 1994) found that aggressive
victims view their parents as inconsistent in the practice of discipline and
monitoring. Rigby (1994) concluded that aggressive victims view their fam-
ilies as low in communication and positive affect. Baldry and Farrrington
(1998) reported that aggressive victims describe their parents as authoritar-
ian, punitive, and low in support.

The availability of longitudinal data is somewhat more limited, and we
are aware of only one relevant prospective study. As part of a larger investi-
gation of children’s social development (the Child Development Project; see
Pettit, Bates, & Dodge, 1997), Schwartz et al. (1997) examined the early
family environments of boys who eventually emerged as aggressive victims
of bullying. These researchers used trained interviewers to assess the home
environments of 198 preschool boys. The boys were then followed into
their middle elementary school years, with annual assessments of social
functioning and adjustment obtained. Boys who were identified as aggres-
sive victims in third and fourth grade (as indicated by scores on a peer-
nomination inventory) had preschool histories that included potential
abuse, restrictive discipline, exposure to marital violence, and maternal
hostility.

These initial findings suggest that aggressive victims experience harsh
home environments that feature punitive and inconsistent discipline, mari-
tal violence, potential abuse, and parental rejection or lack of warmth. It
seems reasonable to hypothesize that the deficits in self-regulation dis-
played by aggressive victims could be at least partially rooted in these prob-
lematic family processes. Consistent with this suggestion, there is evidence
that harsh family environments of this nature are associated with the devel-
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opment of behavioral and emotional dysregulation, although little is
known regarding the specific mechanisms of transfer. Shields et al. (1994),
for example, discussed the relation between early maltreatment and deficits
in affect regulation. Dodge, Lochman, Harnish, Bates, and Pettit (1997)
found that children who had been exposed to punitive and violent home
environments tended to develop angry and overreactive behavior patterns.

The overall pattern of findings for aggressive victims differs consider-
ably from the corresponding findings for passive victims. Investigators
have described the families of passive victims as overinvolved, enmeshed,
and overprotective (see Bowers et al., 1992, 1994; Finnegan, Hodges, &
Perry, 1998; Olweus, 1993). Less is known regarding potential differ-
ences in the home environments of bullies and aggressive victims. The
difficult home environments that seem to characterize aggressive victims
have been consistently linked to the development of aggressive behavior
by past researchers (see Coie & Dodge, 1998), and it is likely that at
least some bullies will have had histories of exposure to such risk factors
(Schwartz et al., 1997).

The Overall Picture

The research to date indicates that aggressive victims form a distinct group
from bullies and passive victims, with a unique set of underlying mecha-
nisms influencing their social development and adjustment. Their impul-
sive, emotionally reactive, and dysregulated aggressive behavior differs
from the goal-oriented and effective aggressive strategies of bullies, as well
as from the withdrawn and submissive behavior of passive victims. Perhaps
as a result of their impaired self-regulation abilities, these children may be
vulnerable to maladjustment in multiple domains of functioning. Little is
known regarding the etiology and predictors of aggression and victimiza-
tion for these children, but there is preliminary evidence that aggressive vic-
tims tend to experience harsh and stressful home environments. Further in-
vestigation is needed to examine potential linkages between these family
backgrounds and the development of the impairments in emotional and
behavioral regulation that characterize aggressive victims.

OVERLAP WITH OTHER EXTREME SUBGROUPS
AND CROSS-CULTURAL ISSUES

Before moving on to our concluding comments, we address two remaining
questions. First, we discuss the issue of overlap between aggressive victims
and other identified groups of at-risk children. We then consider how cul-
tural context may influence the categorization and risk trajectory of these

children.
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Overlap between Aggressive Victims and Extreme Subgroups
Identified by Past Researchers

Investigators in related domains have proposed a number of different
typologies to guide research on high-risk children. Often, these typologies
focus on subgroups of children who experience multiple forms of social or
behavioral maladjustment. An interesting question to consider is the over-
lap between the identified subgroups and the aggressive victim subgroup.
To the extent that such overlap exists, knowledge gained from past investi-
gations on at-risk clusters of children may inform current and future re-
search on aggressive victims.

In this regard, an important group to consider may be the aggressive—
withdrawn children first described by Ledingham and colleagues (Leding-
ham & Schwartzman, 1984; Ledingham, Schwartzman, & Serbin, 1984;
Schwartzman, Ledingham, & Serbin, 1985). Ledingham (1981) initially
identified a small number of children who had high scores on peer nomina-
tion indices of both aggression and withdrawal. These children also had el-
evated scores for problem behavior on teacher and parent rating scales, ex-
hibited poor academic performance, and were not well accepted by their
peers. Longitudinal follow-up indicated that children who displayed an ag-
gressive—withdrawn behavior pattern early in development continued to
experience serious adjustment problems over extended periods of time
(Ledingham & Schwartzman, 1984). Ledingham suggested that aggressive—
withdrawn children may be at risk for the development of serious psycho-
pathology (i.e., psychosis).

There do appear to be some similarities between the aggressive-with-
drawn and aggressive victim subgroups. Both groups include children who
experience difficulties in multiple domains of social and academic function-
ing and are poorly accepted by their peers. Moreover, Ladd and Burgess
(1999) recently found that aggressive—withdrawn children self-report fre-
quent victimization by peers (nonwithdrawn aggressive children reported
similar levels of victimization). Nonetheless, the overlap between these two
groups is probably fairly limited. Aggressive victims are not characterized
by the marked behavioral inhibition displayed by aggressive-withdrawn
children. In fact, the available data suggest that aggressive victims rarely
display passive or withdrawn behavior (Kupersmidt et al., 1989; Schwartz,
2000). Moreover, although aggressive-withdrawn children may have some
difficulties with inattention (Ledingham, 1981), they do not appear to ex-
hibit hyperactivity or impulsivity.

There may be greater overlap between aggressive victims and sub-
groups of children who have comorbid externalizing problems. Within the
literature on hyperactivity/impulsiveness, there has been a focus on children
who meet criteria for both attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)
and conduct disorder (CD). These children are highly rejected by their
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peers and exhibit poor academic functioning (Hinshaw, 1994; Hinshaw &
Zupan, 1997). Their behavioral disturbances are often quite extreme and
tend to be stable over the course of development (Lahey & Loeber, 1997).
The concurrent problems with aggression and hyperactivity displayed by
this subgroup seem quite consistent with the behavioral patterns that char-
acterize aggressive victims. Indeed, there is evidence that a high proportion
of aggressive victims display symptoms of ADHD (Kumpulainen, et al.,
1998; Schwartz, 2000).

Another relevant group is a subtype of conduct-disordered youth con-
ceptualized by some researchers as life-course-persistent or early onset
(Moffitt, 1993). These children are characterized by an onset of aggression
in early childhood, and they engage in high rates of offending (particularly
violent offending). Researchers have suggested that the etiological mecha-
nisms underlying the antisocial behavior displayed by these children in-
volve impulsivity and regulatory deficits (Moffitt, 1990). We would expect
overlap between the aggressive victim and early-onset offender groups,
based on their shared feature of impaired self-regulation.

In summary, the aggressive victim subgroup does appear to bear some
similarity to the high-risk groups examined by previous investigators. The
behavioral features of aggressive victims are likely to correspond in a par-
ticularly strong way with the features of children who experience comorbid
difficulties with ADHD and CD. There appears to be a constellation of ag-
gressive behavior problems, impulsiveness, impaired self-regulation, and
social problems that is common across both of these subgroups. In our
view, this potential overlap represents an important issue for further empir-
ical inquiry.

Aggressive Victims in Different Countries and Cultures

It may also be interesting to consider whether aggressive victims exist as a
distinct group across cultural settings. The phenomenon of harassment
among school-aged peers has been documented to varying degrees in di-
verse national and cultural contexts, but can the same be said of victim sub-
types? To date, aggressive victims have been identified in North American,
Scandinavian, and Western European peer groups (see Smith et al., 1999).
Similar theory-consistent patterns of findings have been reported in these
countries with regard to prevalence, gender distribution, social behavior,
and psychosocial adjustment (see Table 6.1). Less is known regarding sub-
types of victims in Asian settings, although research conducted in Japan has
provided some data on children who are concurrently perpetrators and vic-
tims of ijime, a social phenomenon that involves harassment of peers by
dominant members of a group (Morita, Soeda, Soeda, & Taki, 1999).

As part of a larger collaborative effort with our international col-
leagues, we have recently begun an investigation of correlates of peer ha-
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rassment in several Asian countries. Results from a preliminary analysis of
data collected in the People’s Republic of China (Schwartz, Chang, &
Farver, 2000) suggest that aggressive victims are a distinct subgroup in that
cultural setting. The participants in this project were 296 children (mean
age = 11.5 years) recruited from a primary school located in Tianjin, China.
These children completed a peer nomination inventory containing a four-
item victimization scale and a four-item aggression scale (each scale in-
cluded two relational and two overt items). Items for the scales were drawn
from American and European research literatures but were translated and
reviewed by local psychologists.

The scale scores, standardized within each classroom, were then used
to classify children into subgroups. Classifications were based on the algo-
rithm described by Schwartz (2000; see Table 6.1 for details). The preva-
lence of victim subgroups was similar to that reported in studies conducted
in other countries: 3.7% of the children were aggressive victims, 9.5% were
passive victims, and 7.4% were bullies. Gender distribution of the sub-
groups was also comparable to that of other studies, with a marked
overrepresentation of boys in the aggressive victim and bully subgroups
(even though our scales included relational and overt items). Another find-
ing highly consistent with research in other cultures was that aggressive vic-
tims in the China study were socially rejected to a far greater degree than
both bullies and passive victims.

These initial findings demonstrate that aggressive victims can be iden-
tified in diverse cultural settings. Nonetheless, many questions regarding
the influence of cultural processes remain unanswered. It may be the case,
for example, that the psychological and behavioral factors that increase
children’s vulnerability for emergence as an aggressive victim differ across
national and cultural contexts. Inquiry into these issues may provide useful
information regarding interactions between specific risk factors and socio-
cultural contexts.

CONCLUSIONS AND FINAL REMARKS

The purpose of this chapter has been to review the existing research on
children who are both aggressive and persistently harassed by their peers.
We have attempted to demonstrate that aggressive victims are a coherent
subgroup that differs in a theory-consistent manner from other subgroups
of aggressive or victimized children. These children are characterized by
distinct patterns of social behavior and psychosocial adjustment. Although
aggressive victims are relatively few in number, they represent an important
target group for empirical inquiry. Aggressive victims are among the most
highly rejected children, and they experience failure in multiple aspects of
development.
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Much remains to be learned regarding the social behavior of these chil-
dren. From the data that are available, however, a picture emerges of the
aggressive victim as a child who experiences significant impairments in
behavioral and emotional regulation. Aggressive victims are prone to off-
task and hyperactive behaviors (Kupersmidt et al., 1989; Schwartz, 2000)
that peers are likely to find aversive (Olweus, 1978). In addition, they ap-
pear to have difficulty responding competently to conflict overtures. These
children may be unable to effectively modulate negative affective states,
such as anger, when confronted with a problematic social situation (Perry
et al., 1992; Schwartz et al., 1997). Because self-regulation is a core compe-
tency that is fundamental to competence across developmental domains
(Shields et al., 1994), such deficits can leave aggressive victims highly vul-
nerable to maladjustment.

To the best of our knowledge, longitudinal research examining the risk
trajectories for different subtypes of victimized children has yet to be con-
ducted. Nonetheless, cross-sectional research has highlighted the social,
psychological, and academic problems experienced by aggressive victims
(at least on a concurrent basis). The finding that aggressive victims are
more highly rejected than other subgroups of victims or aggressors also em-
phasizes the at-risk status of these children (see Parker & Asher, 1987).
Moreover, there may be overlap between aggressive victims and other sub-
groups of children (e.g., children with comorbid CD and ADHD) who are
known to experience frequent negative outcomes.

In any case, it seems clear that there is a need for further research on
these children. If, as we have argued, impaired self-regulation is the central
characteristic of these children, it would be important to examine the pro-
cesses underlying such difficulties. Researchers might, for example, focus
on the social information processes that are associated with dysregulated
behavior and affect (Dodge, 1991). Further investigation of the early pre-
dictors of later problems with concurrent aggression and victimization may
also serve a key role in designing effective preventions. In addition, longitu-
dinal studies examining the developmental trajectories of these children
may provide critically important information regarding the risk associated
with early emergence as an aggressive victim.

To some extent, our call for an increased empirical focus on aggressive
victims runs counter to recent trends in the bully/victim literature. In the
last few years much of the research in this area has tended to conceptualize
peer group harassment as a dimensional phenomenon (e.g., a process with
a continuous, rather than a categorical, distribution). Often there has been
little direct consideration for the distinction between aggressive and non-
aggressive victims. There are, of course, good reasons for such methodolog-
ical approaches. A dimensional conceptualization maximizes statistical
power, facilitating longitudinal analysis of predictive pathways (e.g., Schwartz
et al., 1999). We also suspect that some researchers have been motivated by
an ethical desire to avoid the potential stigmatization associated with
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subtyping and classification. We certainly appreciate these concerns but be-
lieve that there is a need to complement a focus on victimization as a con-
tinuous process with models that take into account the distinctiveness of
extreme subgroups.

Finally, we conclude by emphasizing the plight of the aggressive vic-
tim. At several points in this chapter, we have suggested that the poorly
modulated behavior and affect of these children may provoke harassment
by peers. Although dysregulation may increase a child’s vulnerability to
such peer group outcomes, we must caution against blaming the victim.
Victimization remains a peer group process rather than an attribute or
characteristic of the child (for similar comments, see Olweus, 1978; Perry
et al., 1988; Graham & Juvonen, 1998). Aggressive victims, like other chil-
dren who frequently experience peer group harassment, are likely to react
to their maltreatment with considerable distress. Moreover, because of the
multiple adjustment problems these children experience, they may be in
particular need of attention from clinicians and educators.

NOTES

1. As discussed, researchers have used a variety of labels to refer to children who
are both aggressive and victimized. In this chapter, however, we refer to the sub-
group of interest as “aggressive victims.” We choose to use this specific label be-
cause it does not carry strong theoretical implications regarding the behavioral
tendencies or psychological attributes of these children. Victimized children who
are not aggressive are referred to as “passive victims,” and nonvictimized aggres-
sors are referred to as “bullies.”

2. Throughout this chapter, we use the term “emotion regulation” to refer to the
capacities that allow children to modulate, and cope with, powerful affective
states. Relevant processes include internalized coping mechanisms (e.g., soothing
“self-talk,” cognitive strategies for reframing upsetting events), attentional con-
trol (e.g., shifting attention from provocative stimuli), and instrumental behav-
ioral strategies (i.e., adaptive behaviors that alter emotion-provoking situations).
The term “behavioral regulation” is used in reference to a child’s ability to in-
hibit maladaptive behavioral strategies (i.e., aggression) when appropriate,
maintain behavioral organization, and respond adaptively and strategically
across social situations. “Self-regulation” refers to the basic skills underlying
both emotional and behavioral regulation.
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Early Diagnosis and Prevention
of Victimization in Kindergarten

FRAN@ISE D. ALSAKER and STEFAN VALKANOVER

Despite the growing interest in bully/victim problems in school (e.g., Smith
et al., 1999), studies that have addressed this issue in the preschool years
are extremely rare. This apparent lack of interest in victimized preschoolers
is understandable in view of the methodological difficulties inherent to pre-
school situations. However, the study of peer harassment in preschool, kin-
dergarten, and other kinds of day-care settings for young children offer re-
search possibilities not available when the research focuses on older
children who have already made the transition to elementary school. This
chapter opens with a discussion of factors that distinguish research and
prevention of bully/victim problems in preschool and elementary school. In
subsequent sections we look at previous studies and present the latest re-
sults from our Bernese Study on Victimization in Kindergarten and our
Bernese Program against Victimization in Kindergarten and Elementary
School.

RESEARCH ON VICTIMIZATION AND THE
PECULIARITIES OF PRESCHOOL AGE AND SETTINGS

Research on bully/victim problems in school has typically been based on
paper-and-pencil instruments completed by the students themselves (peer
and self-report). Such procedures, however, are not practical in preschool.
Besides reading capacities, detailed questionnaires require more concentra-
tion and endurance than can be expected in very young children. In our
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view, there are three main options for conducting victimization research in
preschool settings: asking the teachers, observing the children, and inter-
viewing the children.

ASKING THE TEACHERS

Based on earlier research in regular grade school (Olweus, 1993), doubts
immediately arise concerning teachers’ knowledge about their students’ so-
cial experiences and about their willingness to report on victimization in
their classes. Teacher knowledge and willingness are less problematic in
preschool. The higher teacher—child ratio usually found in preschool insti-
tutions as compared with grade schools, and the greater emphasis on so-
cialization rather than teaching, allow preschool teachers better insights
into what happens among the children. Moreover, because of their special
training, preschool teachers are usually fairly interested in and, conse-
quently, well informed about the social behavior of the children in their
classes. Therefore, there are good reasons to expect useful and valid infor-
mation from preschool teachers on bully/victim problems. On the other
hand, a greater involvement with the children and concern for their well-
being may restrain teachers from reporting (or perceiving) victimization, in-
asmuch as victimization occurring in their classes could partly be experi-
enced as unsuccessful handling of the class. In addition, interviews with
teachers have shown that they have difficulties admitting that the children
can be systematically mean to others (Jost & Zbinden, 1999).

OBSERVING THE CHILDREN

As far as observation is concerned, day-care, preschool, and kindergarten
settings are particularly challenging. As we know that victimization most
often occurs in less structured situations (at free play indoors and on the
playground; Alsaker & Valkanover, 2000), naturalistic observations have
to be very flexible. Kindergarten settings usually offer a number of oppor-
tunities for children to move around in order to play with selected peers, to
rest, to draw, and so forth. In some cases, the “classroom™ is even distrib-
uted over several rooms, sometimes even on two levels. These various
structural settings make it extremely difficult to observe the children with-
out following them and thus disturbing the group. Video cameras should
ideally be placed in many locations, which is often not manageable. More-
over, given that victimization is a relatively low-frequency behavior, obser-
vations should be conducted over relatively long periods of time. As with
any observation research, the costs in terms of time, personnel, and equip-
ment would often outweigh the benefits.
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INTERVIEWING THE CHILDREN

Although problems of concentration and endurance also emerge during in-
terviews, this method can be adapted to each child’s capacity. This ap-
proach, however, does not solve the problem of validity of preschoolers’ re-
ports. Preschoolers are easily impressed by experiences they have just had
and by what happens to them and their best friends. In addition, as demon-
strated in a recent review of the literature, preschoolers are highly suggest-
ible (Bruck & Ceci, 1999). Therefore, caution is in order when researchers
rely solely on preschoolers’ self-reports.

Another methodological challenge inherent to preschool age concerns
the differentiation between bully/victim problems and aggressive conflicts.
Conlflicts often escalate in aggressive exchanges at preschool age, and it
may be difficult for children to distinguish rough conflicts between peers
of equal strength from inbalances in power that are typical of bullying.
Kochenderfer and Ladd (1996a) stated that 75% of the children in their
study reported “experiencing some level of peer aggression at each assess-
ment period” (p. 1309). Actually, even teachers seem to have difficulty in
making this differentiation (Alsaker, 1993b; Jost & Zbinden, 1999).
Therefore, one of the challenges of developing a diagnostic instrument for
bully/victim problems in kindergarten is to discriminate between re-
peated victimization of certain children and various other aggressive in-
teractions.

School is a fertile ground for bully/victim problems in general. This is
partly due to its mandatory character: Victimization problems are most
likely to occur in situations from which the victim (or potential victim) can-
not escape easily (Smith et al., 1999). This is typical in school and, indeed,
in kindergarten too. Even if attending kindergarten (or, certainly a day-care
center) is optional in many countries, the children themselves cannot decide
to quit and parents usually do not take a child out of the institution unless
a dramatic event occurs. Consequently, from the child’s perspective, kinder-
garten is mandatory. The setting itself can thus be expected to be propitious
to typical patterns of victimization. Actually, the few existing studies
(Alsaker, 1993a, 1993b; Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996b) leave no doubt that
such problems occur in day-care centers and kindergartens.

The importance of preschool institutions as agents of socialization is
growing as more and more families need day care for their children. Given
that experiences of victimization are likely to produce very negative expec-
tations about peers’ behavior, which in turn can influence the child’s behav-
ior in the school situation (i.e., making him or her more vulnerable),
prevention of bully/victim problems should definitely start in preschool
institutions. The somewhat higher adult—children ratio, the interest of pre-
school teachers in socialization, the greater flexibility as to scheduling and
teaching, and the admiration of many preschoolers for their teachers are
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ideal conditions for the implementation of preventive programs against
bully/victim problems.

VICTIMIZATION AMONG PRESCHOOL CHILDREN:
PREVIOUS STUDIES

The existence of victimization in preschool children has been systematically
studied and demonstrated in only two earlier studies. The first study was
conducted in Norway in day-care centers (Alsaker, 1993a, 1993b), and the
second in the United States with kindergarten children (Kochenderfer &
Ladd, 1996Db).

In the study conducted by Alsaker (1993a, 1993b) 65 girls and 55
boys aged 5.5 to 7 were interviewed individually. Photographs of all chil-
dren in the respective groups were used to let the children designate aggres-
sive peers and the victims of the aggressive episodes. Physical and verbal ag-
gression were addressed, and children were also asked about their own
aggressive behavior and experiences of victimization. As reported by
Alsaker (1993b), the children’s answers to the questions on verbal aggres-
sion were rather meager. Peer nominations as to physical bullying were
used to categorize the children as to bullying/victimization status. Ten per-
cent of the children could be labeled as passive victims, and 17% were des-
ignated as bullies. Teachers and parents also answered questions about
each child’s experiences with bully/victim problems.

Kochenderfer and Ladd (1996b, 1997) studied children of about the
same age who attended kindergarten in the midwestern United States. They
interviewed 105 boys and 95 girls about their own experiences of being vic-
timized. The children answered three questions on direct physical and ver-
bal victimization and one on indirect verbal victimization (gossiping). An
average of the scores on the four items was calculated, and the authors re-
ported that 18% of the children were victims. Children were also observed
and rated on a scale of victimization by observers.

Who Knows Best about Victimization?

In both studies it was evident that the overlap between different sources of
information was generally low. That is, children’s, teachers’, parents’, and
observers’ perspectives were rather disparate. As mentioned earlier in this
chapter, children may overreport or they may be too influenced by highly
vivid events; nevertheless, the divergence between informant sources may
be an inherent problem in victimization research. In many situations the
children are actually the only witnesses to what happens. Furthermore, sub-
tle aggressive acts may be unspectacular or difficult to observe but may
hurt deeply. Such acts may also cause painful feelings in one child but not
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in another child. These occurences could produce some overreporting by
children, as compared with teachers. On the other hand, some children are
reticent to report personal experiences of victimization and many children
do not report their own bullying behavior (as discussed later in this chap-
ter). In such cases teachers and peers are more adequate sources of informa-
tion. Given the possible biases associated with all sources of information,
we recommend the combining of statements of different informants in stud-
ies on victimization in preschool and elementary school.

The issue of bully/victim problems was also addressed in both studies,
using examples of aggressive acts but without defining the concept of vic-
timization for the children as is usually done in Olweus’s (1991) self-report
method. Although sometimes difficult, we recommend the use of an
age-adequate formulation in order to minimize reports on aggressive
interactions that may falsely be encoded as bully/victim interactions. Such
procedures curtail the risk that children who are involved in many rough
conflicts will inappropriately be labeled as bullies or victims.

Indirect Victimization

Bjorkqvist, Lagerspetz, and Kaukiainen (1992) stated that “indirect aggres-
sion is a type of behavior in which the perpetrator attempts to inflict pain
in such a manner that he or she makes it seem as though there has been no
intention to hurt at all” (p. 118). Given this definition, it is obvious that the
measurement of indirect aggression is a real challenge. The authors used
several items to measure indirect aggression such as gossiping and social
exclusion.

Bjorkqvist et al. (1992) also wrote that indirect aggressive behavior is
dependent on a certain level of cognitive and social maturity and reported
that this type of strategy was not fully developed in 8-year-olds. Nonethe-
less, indirect aggression has been implicitly or explicitly included in defini-
tions of victimization from the very beginning of this research literature
(Lowenstein, 1977; Olweus, 1978, 1991; Pikas, 1975).

In the Olweus tradition, indirect victimization is operationalized in
terms of intended isolation or rejection. Following this tradition, in
Alsaker’s (1993a, 1993b) study, teachers and parents answered questions
about isolation. In Kochenderfer and Ladd’s (1997) study, the indirect vic-
timization was measured as gossiping about others. Alsaker (1993a,
1993b) found that teacher-reported indirect victimization was the strongest
predictor of somatic and psychological stress symptoms in the children, as
reported by their parents. In Kochenderfer and Ladd’s study (1997), as in
prior findings for 8-year olds (Bjorkqvist et al., 1992), both girls and boys
reported being the target of indirect aggression and their scores did not dif-
fer significantly from each other. In sum, these results provide evidence of
indirect victimization as an important aggressive strategy even in preschool
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children, a strategy that deserves much more attention. The study presented
in the following section represents an attempt to improve our knowledge of
victimization at the preschool age, taking into account the recommenda-
tions made earlier.

THE BERNESE STUDY ON VICTIMIZATION IN KINDERGARTEN

The aim of the Bernese Study on Victimization in Kindergarten was
twofold: (1) to develop a measurement instrument and (2) to obtain differ-
entiated information on victimization in kindergarten. A multimethod/
multisource approach was chosen: Interviews with kindergarten children
(peer nominations and self-reports), interviews of teachers, questionnaires
completed by teachers, and questionnaires completed by parents.

The city of Berne, Switzerland, was chosen for the study. A stratified
random sample of kindergartens was selected on the basis of the type of
neighborhoods (Gachter, 1988) from which they recruited children. The fi-
nal sample comprised 190 boys (55.2%) and 154 girls (44.8%), that is,
99.1% of the drawn sample. The children’s ages varied between 5 years
and 7 years 11 months (mean age = 6.2, SD = .59), and 30.7% of the chil-
dren were foreign citizens.

Child Interviews

The children were interviewed individually. Because preschool children are
not familiar with interviews and because accurate information about the re-
searchers’ intentions is very important in order to avoid idiosyncratic inter-
pretations, much time was taken to familiarize children with the procedures
and explain the reasons for the interviews. For example, about 1 week be-
fore the interviews took place the interviewers visited the kindergarten
groups and told a story about “human researchers” who wanted to do re-
search in kindergarten. Afterward, the children could role-play an inter-
view. The interview itself started with the children identifying their peers in
the photographs we had taken of all the children, and responding to ques-
tions on friendships between the children in their group.

According to our previous recommendation, efforts were made to define
victimization, including power imbalance and recurrence. The intention of
being mean to others was also explicitly discussed. The following introduc-
tion was used: “There are not only friends in kindergarten, but also children
who are often mean to others and who bully others. Have you ever noticed
that? Could you tell me what happened?” After this open-ended question, we
explained clearly what we meant by bullying, using pictures showing physi-
cal, verbal, and property-related bullying and a situation of isolation. All
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forms of bullying were discussed with the children, giving us several opportu-
nities to rectify the children’s own interpretations if necessary.

The children were then asked to pick out the photographs of peers
who bullied other children. For each peer who was nominated as bullying
others, the interviewer probed further about the episode and the victims.
Among other things, the child was asked about (1) the kind of bullying that
occurred, using the illustrations presented at the beginning of the interview,
(2) the place where these episodes occurred, (3) the reactions of the victim
and other children, and (4) teacher interventions. The children were also
asked about their own involvement, including their reactions when they ob-
served bullying. They nominated themselves far more often as targets of
peers’ bullying (72%) than as bullying others (20%). It was very difficult to
get information about the frequency of these self-reported experiences.
Therefore, on the basis of these extremely high and low percentages of self-
reported experiences, we decided not to use the self-nominations and to
rely only on peer nominations and teacher information.

Nomination scores were standardized both within indvidual kinder-
garten groups and within the sample as a whole. Thus, children obtained
two standardized scores for victim nominations and two for bullying nomi-
nations. Children were categorized as victims when they had (1) victim-
nomination scores greater than 1 standard deviation above the sample
mean and above the kindergarten group mean and (2) bullying-nomination
scores below the sample and group mean (see Alsaker, 2000, for details).
Corresponding procedures were used to categorize bullies. Children were
categorized as bully-victims when they had bullying- and victim-nomina-
tion scores above the sample and group mean. Noninvolved children were
those who had bullying- and victim-nomination scores below the sample
and group means.

Teacher Interviews

The teachers were interviewed, and they completed questionnaires about
their kindergartens and about each child in the group. Teachers rated each
child, indicating the extent to which he or she bullied others and was vic-
timized. They rated four items tapping bullying and four items on being
victimized (physical, verbal, property-related, and exclusion) using a 5-
point scale (never, seldom, once or several times a month, once a week or
several times a week). Children were categorized as being involved in bully/
victim problems when they bullied/were victimized at least once a week in
at least one of the four designated ways. Bullies were defined as those chil-
dren who bullied others at least once a week, but were not victimized. Vic-
tims met the opposite criteria, and bully-victims were children who met
both criteria (bullying and being victimized at least once a week). Children
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who were rated by teachers as never or seldom bullying others or being vic-
timized were labeled as noninvolved.

Combining Peer Nominations and Teacher Ratings

In the final categorization, the initial classifications obtained on the basis of
peer and teacher data were combined. Because of the relatively strict and
conservative criteria used in the initial categorizations, a high percentage of
children were classified in what may be called a “mixed” category: These
children typically received too many nominations to be labeled as nonin-
volved and too few to be labeled as bullies or victims. Most nonagreements
between teachers and peers concerned this mixed category. For example, a
child may have classified as a victim according to teacher ratings, but as
mixed according to peer nominations. Yet the gap between teachers’ and
peers’ perspectives was in fact not as large as we first assumed. Therefore,
we decided that children who had been labeled as victims, bullies, or bully-
victims according to one source of information and as “mixed” according
to the other, should be assigned to the victims, bullies, or bully-victims cate-
gory, respectively.

Following this categorization, 47% of the children were labeled as not
involved in bullying, 6% of children were classified as victims, 10% as
bully-victims, and 11% as bullies (see Figure 7.1). The percentages ob-
tained for victims and bullies correspond well with findings reported in
studies of school-aged children. The percentage of bully-victims, however,
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FIGURE 7.1. Number and percentage of children assigned to the different catego-
ries of involvement and noninvolvement in bullying.
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is higher than expected. The latter finding may be due to the children’s and
teachers’ interpretations of the questions on bully/victim problems. As
noted earlier in this chapter, children and teachers seem to have some diffi-
culty disentangling bullying from aggressive conflicts. Although bully/vic-
tim problems were precisely explained and discussed with the teachers and
the children, it is reasonable to assume that a number of children were
nominated as bullying others and as victimized who were primarily in-
volved in rough conflicts with others.

Gender Differences

Girls and boys were not equally represented in all categories. As Figure 7.1
shows, girls were more often in the noninvolved group, and there was a
tendency for boys to be overrepresented among bully-victims. Both findings
correspond well to previous research. However, the absence of significant
gender differences in bully and victim status is surprising. Concerning bully
status, there was a weak tendency in the expected direction, which means
that boys were more often categorized as bullies than girls. In fact, we
found that 65% of the classified bullies were boys. The generally low num-
bers of subjects in the various bully-victim categories was probably respon-
sible for the nonsignificant gender difference.

On the other hand, a comparison of our measurement of victimization
with other methods uncovers a crucial difference that may also partly ex-
plain the absence of gender differences in out data. The definition of victim-
ization given to students in the Olweus questionnaire tradition did not (in
its early version) explicitly comprise the indirect form of bullying. That is,
answers to more general questions on victimization may or may not have
included the indirect form or differentiated it from other types. For exam-
ple, Kochenderfer and Ladd (1996a) calculated an average of four forms of
bullying. That is, indirect bullying was responsible for a quarter of the
score obtained. In our study, we gave the same priority to indirect bullying
as to other forms of bullying. Consider an example using the teachers’ an-
swers. To be categorized as a bully, a child ought to receive at least one
“once a week” score from the teacher on one of the four forms of bullying
listed. That is, all four forms of bullying had the same priority. More con-
cretely, a child with a low score on physical (1 = never), verbal (2 = sel-
dom), and property-related (1) bullying and a high score on indirect bully-
ing (4 = once a week) was classified according to the highest of the four
scores—in this example, for bullying peers once a week—that is, as a bully.
An average of the four items would have resulted in a score of 2, corre-
sponding to “seldom,” and the child would not have been classified as a
bully. If average scores are calculated, children who bully others frequently,
but display only one form of aggressive behavior, receive lower scores than
children bullying others in multiple ways. Therefore, with the use of our
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method, if girls are more likely to use indirect bullying than other forms of
aggressive behavior, they have the same chances as boys to be categorized
as bullies. In sum, we propose that there is still a tendency for boys to bully
others more frequently than girls. But the difference is weaker when indi-
rect bullying is given the same priority as other forms of bullying.

Concerning victims, the results in Figure 7.1 are clear: There is no dif-
ference between girls and boys. This finding departs from previous re-
search. Usually a higher percentage of boys report being victimized than
girls. Our results may be interpreted in two different ways. First, they may
again reflect the equal priority given to all forms of victimization in our
study. Second, we argue that the difference in findings may be due to gen-
der segregation being more pronounced in grade school than in kindergar-
ten. Given that both genders are more often bullied by boys (Olweus, 1991)
and that boys are generally more aggressive than girls, the probability of
boys being victimized in gender-segregated contexts is higher than for girls.
A lower degree of gender segregation in kindergarten could typically result
in girls being more often exposed to aggressive boys and thus being more at
risk for being victimized and boys being less at risk for victimization (more
contact with less-aggressive girls).

On Being Younger and Being Older in Kindergarten

In Berne, children can enter kindergarten 1 or 2 years before elementary
school. For the sake of simplicity, children who would enter school in the
following school year were considered as “older” and the others as “youn-
ger” (2 years before school entrance). Comparing these two groups yielded
clear results: Older children (both girls and boys) were overrepresented
among bullies. There was also a tendency for younger children to be
overrepresented among victims; this, however, was true only for boys.

Types of Bullying

Data from the teachers and the children yielded very similar results in re-
gard to the four types of bullying. Boys had higher scores than girls on
physical, verbal, and property-related bullying (Table 7.1). This was not
unexpected. Nevertheless, these findings are interesting because they show
that boys’ slight overrepresentation in the bully category is not due only to
higher scores on physical types. The lack of difference in indirect bullying is
also interesting. At least in kindergarten, girls do not seem to compensate
for their lower scores on direct bullying by being more indirect than boys.
This lack of gender difference in younger children corresponds to pre-
vious findings (Bjorkqvist et al., 1992; Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996a).
However, we should keep in mind that girls and boys had clear preferences
in bullying type. Verbal bullying and exclusion were the two preferred bul-
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TABLE 7.1. Teacher Rating Scores on Types of Bullying by Gender

Type of bullying

Physical Verbal Isolation Property-related
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)
Boys 221 (125) 227  (1.20) 198 (0.93) 171 (1.01)
Girls 1.68  (0.99)  1.97 (1.13) 203 (1.03) 131  (0.60)
t-test t=4.12 t =233 n.s. t=4.24
(df = 1,320) p < .0001 p<.05 p < .0001

lying types among girls, whereas boys used more physical and verbal bully-
ing than indirect bullying.

As noted earlier, analyses of the peer nominations yielded very similar
results. An interesting finding is the fact that children reported any indirect
bullying at all. Actually, 27% of the children mentioned indirect bullying.
That is, exclusion from the group was perceived by the children as bullying,
although it may generally be difficult to observe. Bjorkqvist et al. (1992)
suggested that indirect aggressive behavior presupposes a higher level of
cognitive development. Our subjects were younger than the students who
took part in their project, but it seems obvious that 5- to 7-year-old chil-
dren are old enough to understand and use indirect strategies. Examining
other forms of indirect bullying at this age can be of importance in future
research; it may shed new light on children’s social understanding.

In sum, bully/victim problems do exist in kindergarten and they seem
fairly comparable to what we know from studies of school-age children.
Moreover, our results as to gender and age differences fit generally well
with previous findings on bullying in school. Even in this more restricted
age group, we found older children to be overrepresented among the bullies
and younger boys to be overrepresented among the victims. Once more this
supports the hypothesis that bullying has nothing to do with common con-
flicts or rough fights. Bullying represents a situation of imbalance of power.
Nevertheless, some results differed from earlier results with school-age chil-
dren. Boys were only slightly overrepresented among the bullies, and they
were not more likely to be victimized than girls. Indirect victimization was
evenly used by girls and boys.

On the basis of the gradual consolidation hypothesis implying (1) a
general consolidation of self-perceptions due to repeated experiences and
(2) a generally decreasing impact of later experiences under ordinary condi-
tions (Alsaker & Olweus, 1992), we argue that extensive exposure to a cer-
tain type of experience may cause an overconsolidation of self-perceptions
even in the presence of clear changes in the social environment. This may
be particularly true when the repeated experiences trigger intense emo-
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tional self-experiences, such as feelings of helplessness, worthlessness, men-
tal pain, or shame (Alsaker & Olweus, in press). This would be typical of
self-experiences of maltreated, abused, and, most probably, victimized chil-
dren.

As suggested by the work of several authors (Masters & Furman,
1981; Price & Ladd, 1987), voluntary relationships between children who
like each other can function as an emotional resource and provide the chil-
dren with a sense of security and confidence. On the other hand, different
studies on victimization have shown quite clearly that negative relation-
ships may be detrimental to children’s self-evaluations (Alsaker & Olweus,
in press). The insight we now have in bully/victim problems is not sufficient
to solve the problems, but it can be of considerable help in preventing such
problems. Efforts have been made to develop and implement prevention
programs in schools (e.g., Olweus, 1993; Pepler, Craig, Ziegler, & Charach,
1994; Smith & Sharp, 1994), but they have been restricted to elementary
and junior high school. Our results on bully/victim problems in kindergar-
ten are clear: There is a need for prevention at this age level too. In the next
section, our prevention program is presented together with the latest results
from the accompanying evaluation study.

BERNESE PROGRAM AGAINST VICTIMIZATION
IN KINDERGARTEN AND ELEMENTARY SCHOOL!

The development of the Bernese Program against Victimization in Kinder-
garten and Elementary School was based on well-known principles used in
school programs against bully/victim problems (Olweus, 1993; Sharp &
Smith, 1992) and in various programs based on social-cognitive skills. The
program was implemented in eight kindergartens. A pretest—posttest design
with a control group was used to evaluate its effects. Even if our intention
was to prevent such problems, implementing a program in itself was an in-
tervention. Thus, the kindergartens in which the program was used are al-
ternatively called intervention or prevention kindergartens; another eight
kindergartens belonged to the control group.

We wanted the study to simulate real situations as closely as possible.
Therefore, we wanted teachers to “self-select,” as in a situation in which a
school counseling office would offer such an opportunity. All kindergarten
teachers in Berne, except those who had participated in the first study, and
teachers from adjacent kindergartens (within the immediate neighborhood)
received information about the program. We described the purpose of the
program, the kind of cooperation it would require, and our intention to im-
plement the program in some kindergartens immediately and in other kin-
dergartens 1 year later. Teachers were also informed about how much time
would be required of them for supervision meetings and evaluation. Of the
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88 kindergarten teachers provided with information, 18 teachers (from 16
kindergartens) were interested.

Again, trying to reflect a “real situation,” teachers interested in partici-
pating immediately (eight kindergartens) were selected as the intervention
group. The other teachers (eight kindergartens) agreed to waiting another
year and were therefore selected as the control group.

Our self-selection procedure was meant to ensure that all teachers were
motivated to work against bullying. However, the second self-selection step,
concerning the time at which teachers wished to participate in the program,
clearly introduced a (real life) bias. The teachers who wanted to participate
immediately had possibly more time and interest, but they were probably also
confronted with bullying to a larger extent than their colleagues. Actually,
there was an overrepresentation of neighborhoods with one-parent families
in the intervention group, and 50% of the teachers in this group indicated an
“urgent need” for implementing a prevention program. The same was true
for only 25% of teachers in the control group. In all; 319 parents allowed
their children to participate in our evaluation study (99.4% of all children in
the 16 kindergartens). There were 152 children (50% girls) in the interven-
tion group and 167 children (50.9% girls) in the control group.

As noted earlier, a pretest—posttest design was used. In both groups
children were interviewed and the teachers completed questionnaires before
and after the intervention. Basically, the same instruments as presented in
Study 1 were used, although the procedure was shortened. That is, chil-
dren’s interviews and teachers’ questionnaires included primarily questions
directly related to victimization.

The procedure used to categorize children as bullies, victims, and so
forth in Study 1 was based on z-standardization. This procedure could not
be used for testing differences between Time 1 (pretest) and Time 2
(posttest) in our evaluation study. Given that bullying would occur less of-
ten at Time 2, it would necessitate fewer nominations by peers for a child
to be assigned to the various bullying categories. That is, every possible
change would be masked by the procedure. As a consequence, we could not
conduct analyses on pure categories of bullies and victims and we had to
rely on raw nominations, percentages of peer nominations, and raw scores
from the teacher questionnaire. It is also important to note that we were in-
terested in detecting even small effects and, therefore, had to categorize the
children less restrictively than in Study 1.

Because Berne is not a very large city (about 200,000 inhabitants), it is
realistic to assume that kindergarten teachers in the control group had con-
tact with those in the intervention group and could have used some ele-
ments of the program. Therefore, it was important to assess the implemen-
tation of some “easy-to-use” elements of the program. Questions were
asked that were related to the goals and implementation of specific ele-
ments of the program. For example, children and teachers were asked
about their attitudes toward bullying (prevention goal) and whether they
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had talked about bullying in the kindergarten, and children were invited to
tell about rules against bullying (implementation).

Brief Description of the Program

The basic principle of the prevention program was to enhance teachers’ ca-
pability of handling bully/victim problems. Kindergarten teachers in the in-
tervention group were offered an intensive focused supervision for approxi-
mately 4 months. In eight meetings, issues central to the prevention of
bullying were addressed. Within the 2 or 3 weeks between meetings teach-
ers were encouraged to work practically on the issues discussed and to im-
plement some specific preventive elements. Examples of the contents of the
first four meetings are given in the following paragraphs.

The main purpose of the first meeting was sensitization. Participants
were asked to describe the situation in their kindergarten in regard to bully-
ing behavior in general. The main principles of the program were then pre-
sented and discussed (including expectations of both teachers and the re-
search team). Bullying and different types of aggressive behavior were
discussed in detail, and the importance of contact between the kindergarten
and parents was addressed. At the end of the meeting, the teachers were as-
signed some observation tasks. They were also invited to start thinking
about organizing a meeting with the parents. The purpose of this meeting
would be threefold. First, we wanted the parents to become sensitive to
bully/victim problems so as to be able to perceive and handle reactions in
their children. Second, we wanted to inform them about the major elements
of the program in order to increase their cooperation. Finally, we wanted to
contribute to improved communication patterns between parents and be-
tween teachers and parents in regard to difficult situations. After the meet-
ing, parents and teachers were expected to be confident enough to get in
touch with each other even when they only had a “bad feeling.” Thus, the
issue could be discussed before any severe episodes occurred.

The second meeting began with teachers’ reports from their observa-
tions. The teachers also talked about their own reactions during these epi-
sodes, and alternative reactions were discussed. The topic of this meeting was
the importance of limits and rules for children’s development. The teachers
were invited to elaborate some behavior codes with the children and to come
back with the rules that would be used in their classes. The importance of co-
operation with parents was highlighted once more, and the concrete organi-
zation of a parent meeting was given as a second homework task.

The topic of the third meeting was the need for consistent teacher
behavior, positive and negative sanctions, and use of basic learning princi-
ples. Feedback on the implementation of rules was highly positive. Children
were very eager to work on such rules and produced many suggestions and
drawings. The issue of reporting on unwanted behavior (i.e., getting help
from the teacher) versus tattling on peers was addressed in this context.
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Myths and stereotypes in regard to victims and bullies and tendencies to ex-
cuse aggressive behavior because of possible family problems or inner con-
flicts were (vehemently) discussed during this session.

The main focus of the fourth session was on the role and responsibility
of the so-called noninvolved children and bystanders. Other topics were the
role conflicts experienced by teachers wishing to be nice and close to the
children, yet having to accept their function as authorities who, for exam-
ple, sanction norm breaking.

The next four meetings followed a similar format. Topics that were
discussed during these sessions were the role of motor activity, enhance-
ment of empathy, gender differences, their expectations of foreign children,
and other issues. Time was reserved to reflect on the goals formulated by
the teachers at the beginning of the prevention program, to discuss their at-
titudes toward aggression, their (often idealized) expectations of preschool
children, and other considerations.

This list of topics is not exhaustive and is only meant to provide the
reader with a general sense of the type of intervention that we imple-
mented. Throughout, we defined the teachers as experts on their children’s
groups. Therefore, we provided them with research-based knowledge, of-
fered ideas, and made only “suggestions.” Concrete implementation was
always the province of the teachers. Factors such as the personality of the
individual teachers, the type of contact they had with the children, and
their creativity interacted to produce fairly different solutions to the tasks.
The meetings offered an opportunity to exchange experiences and ideas
about how to implement the different elements of the program. The group
thus also served as a supportive social network.

First Results from the Evaluation Study

Given the teachers’ motivation to participate in the program and the time
they had invested, it is fair to assume that the answers of the teachers in the
intervention group could be biased toward improvement. However, be-
cause they were highly sensitized regarding the problems of bullying and es-
pecially to its subtle forms, we could also expect them to report much more
bullying at Time 2 than at Time 1. The control group had not been sensi-
tized, but the teachers were possibly motivated to show that they managed
well even without a special program. Therefore, we consider the teachers’
data a priori as rather problematic. Nevertheless, knowing about these pos-
sible sources of error, we present some data from the teachers and compare
the results with those obtained from the children.

There were no changes in teacher-reported bullying behavior, either in
the intervention group or in the control group. Results on being victimized,
however, showed significant changes (see Figure 7.2). All changes in the
control group were negative. Children obtained higher scores on property-
related victimization (materials) at Time 2 but showed no changes on the
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FIGURE 7.2. Changes in victimization between pretest and posttest, according to teachers.

other variables. In the intervention group there was some decline in physi-
cal and indirect victimization, but an increase in verbal victimization at
Time 2. That is, in the intervention group, more positive than negative
changes were reported by the teachers.

The differential results obtained as to bullying and victimization
scores, as well as the concurrent improvement and change for the worse in
the intervention group, indicated that if teacher biases were present, they
had no overall influence on the results. The improvement in physical and
indirect victimization in combination with the increase in verbal victimiza-
tion could indicate either a general positive effect or some bias in our focus
in discussions with the teachers. The work with noninvolved children could
have led to a better integration of all children in the class, and the decrease
in children being regularly physically harassed corresponds to the goals of
the program. The reported increase in verbal victimization in the interven-
tion group is somewhat difficult to understand. It can possibly be inter-
preted as an effect of sensitization. General bullying may actually have de-
creased, but the teachers could have become extremely aware of less severe
aggressive interactions. Although verbal bullying is easy to observe, teach-
ers may have tended to ignore it before the prevention program was
implemented. They may have defined it as “rough communication,” for
example. Being sensitized to bully/victim problems, teachers may have rec-
ognized verbal bullying as what it is, or they may have gone to the other ex-
treme and interpreted rough encounters as bullying. Finally, their observa-
tions could be right and children may really have moved from physical
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forms of aggression to verbal ones. In any case, we consider it extremely
important to look carefully into the data from the children, who are proba-
bly less influenced by the evaluation component than adults (but could also
have become very sensitive to bullying episodes in the prevention group).

We started our analyses of the children’s data using a very broad mea-
sure of bully/victim episodes. First, we transformed the peer nominations
received by the children into percentages of nominations (on the basis of
the number of children who had been interviewed in the different classes)
and added percentages of nominations received as bully and as victim. If
there had been a sensitization effect, children in the intervention group
should, on average, have received many more nominations at Time 2 than
at Time 1, whereas a comparable effect would not have been expected in
the control group. Children in the intervention group received about the
same nomination percentages at Time 1 (M = 24.2) and Time 2 (M =
23.29). In the control group, nomination percentages obtained at Time 2
(M = 21.65) were significantly higher than at Time 1 (M = 15.55). That is,
children’s nominations in the intervention group were at least not so biased
that an increase in reporting could be registered. And, indeed, we do not
know yet whether they were really not biased. Bullying episodes may actu-
ally have diminished in the intervention group, but because of sensitization
the scores could have remained unchanged. One clear finding, however, is
that the number of reported bully/victim episodes increased in the control
group.

In a second step, we analyzed the bully and victim nomination data
separately. There was no change in the intervention group as to percentages
received either as bully or as victim (see Figure 7.3). In the control group
there was a small increase in bully nominations and a larger and significant
increase in victim nominations.

The increase of nominations in the control group could be interpreted
as resulting from a sensitization effect. Being exposed to questions about
bully/victim problems could have opened the children’s eyes to victimiza-
tion episodes. However, this effect should have been even more prominent
in the prevention group, in which children were encouraged to report on
such episodes. Therefore, we interpret the increase in the control group as a
“normal” development of bullying patterns when nothing is done to stop
them.

Given that being nominated once can be pure chance, but that two
nominations are already more reliable and may indicate that a child is at
risk for being victimized, we calculated numbers of children being at risk at
both pre- and posttest. We created a dichotomous variable on the basis of
raw nominations (0 = no or one nomination received, 1 = at least two nom-
inations). At Time 1, a total of 88 children were assigned to the risk cate-
gory in the intervention group. At time 2, only 75 children met this crite-
rion. That is, there was a decrease of 15%. In the control group an increase
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FIGURE 7.3. Changes in average percentages of bullying and victimization nomi-
nations between pretest and posttest, according to children.

of 55% was observed. There were 55 children in the risk category at Time
1 and 85 at Time 2. In other words, when nothing was done to prevent bul-
lying, the risk of becoming victimized was one and a half times higher by
the end of the school year than in the beginning. Our interpretation is that
victimization patterns need time to develop. At the beginning of the school
year aggressive children may attack various peers, and in the course of time
they get a feeling for the easiest targets (see Perry, Kusel, & Perry, 1988).
When nothing is done to stop this process, bullies also experience their
behavior as rewarding. Simultaneously, children who are victimized experi-
ence that nobody is there to defend and support them.

As noted earlier, we also asked the children about the implementation of
the program. The following two results demonstrate well that central ele-
ments of the program had been implemented and that children were aware of
it. As compared with the control group, the children in the intervention group
reported significantly more often that they discussed bullying in kindergarten
and they were also more likely to mention rules against bullying.

In sum, these analyses showed some positive and some puzzling re-
sults. A positive finding was that the program had been implemented in
such a way that the children were aware of it. Another positive finding was
that teacher and child data showed approximately the same pattern of re-
sults. The puzzling result was that child and teacher data indicated no ef-
fects as to numbers of aggressive children, but positive changes as to num-
bers of children being victimized in the intervention group. This apparently
puzzling discrepancy between nominations as bully and as victim may re-
flect the salient character of aggressive behavior. Aggressive children are
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very likely to be nominated by their peers, even if they currently show less
aggressive behavior than earlier. However, if the intensity of their behavior
has dropped, that is, they possibly attack peers more seldom (i.e., the vic-
tims become less evident for observers) or they attack fewer peers, both
eventualities would produce fewer nominations of peers being victimized.
In other words, the decrease in nominated victimized peers in the interven-
tion group may be indicative of a general improvement in regard to the
behavior of the bullies.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Results from the two studies showed (1) that the measurement of victimiza-
tion in preschool institutions is a difficult task, but that teacher and child
data overlap to a satisfactory degree and complement each other, (2) that
the extent to which victimization occurs in kindergarten is comparable with
that in grade school, and (3) that a prevention program based on teacher
counseling had an effect on reducing the number or intensity of aggressive
interactions and on diminishing the risk of becoming victimized.

In Study 1, we already noted that children nominated themselves very
often as victims of peers’ bullying (72%). This finding corresponds well to
results from Kochenderfer and Ladd’s (1996a) study and indicates that ag-
gressive interactions are frequent events in the lives of preschool children.
However, it also reveals the potential problems associated with the use of
self-reporting when more severe phenomena, like systematic victimization,
are studied. Our recommendation is clear: When we want to rely on child
data, we must take the perspective of the peers into account. Teacher data,
although incomplete by themselves, also provide important information,
especially concerning children who are extremely rejected and ignored by
their peers. Given that teachers and children as individual informants may
overlook or misinterpret episodes, for research purposes we clearly recom-
mend collecting data from both informant types.

Our results indicate some positive effects of the prevention program,
but they also demonstrate how difficult it is to measure changes in groups
of children and teachers who have been sensitized to detect the problems
researchers want to reduce. In our study, we could demonstrate a reduction
of bullying interactions only through a reduction of scores on being victim-
ized. However, it seems clear that bullying increases within the school year
when nothing is done to prevent it; this is the case even in children who
were not especially aggressive (as shown in all tables and figures, the con-
trol group demonstrated less bullying than the intervention group at Time
1). Chronic bully/victim problems most often develop from less severe epi-
sodes. Therefore, a prevention program should aim at decreasing the risk of
children’s becoming victimized by reducing the frequency of less aversive
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kinds of bullying behavior. However, researchers should be aware of the
risk of producing only “small effects” in the short term. That is, prevention
should start right from the beginning of the school year. Except for the at-
tractiveness of producing more obvious changes (after intervention pro-
grams have finally been implemented), there is no reason to wait until sta-
ble victimization patterns have been established.
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NOTE

1. The Bernese Program against Victimization in Kindergarten and Elementary
School (Be-Prox) is copyrighted. This implies certain restrictions on its utiliza-
tion and on the use of the information given here. Authorization to use the pro-
gram with groups of teachers can be obtained upon fulfillment of a course in
which the method and the contents of all meetings are discussed in detail.
For more information, please write to Francoise D. Alsaker, Department of
Psychology, University of Berne, Muesmattstrasse 45, CH-3000 Berne 9, Swit-
zerland. E-mail: francoise.alsaker@psy.unibe.ch.
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Relational Victimization in
Childhood and Adolescence

I Hurt You through the Grapevine

NICKI R. CRICK, DAVID A. NELSON,
JULIE R. MORALES, CRYSTAL CULLERTON-SEN,
JUAN F. CASAS, and SUSAN E. HICKMAN

Sylvia usually feels pretty good about herself, but lately her friends at
school have been acting a little strangely toward her. When she goes to
sit with them in the cafeteria at lunch, everyone stops talking. When
she passes people in the hall, she hears them whispering behind their
hands. And then just yesterday she overheard someone saying that
Mindy was having a birthday party, and she hasn’t been invited. What
Sylvia doesn’t know is that Mindy has been spreading gossip about her
to their mutual friends ever since Sylvia beat her out for the lead in the
school play. Sylvia struggles to figure out why her friends are acting so
weird, but one thing she does know for sure is that whatever the rea-
son, it is making her feel really sad.

As the existence of this volume attests, empirical interest in peer ha-

rassment has increased significantly during the past decade. Recently, inves-
tigators have turned their attention away from a singular focus on children
who perpetrate aggressive acts, to also include those who are the frequent
targets of peers’ aggressive strategies. Several forms of peer victimization
have been studied to date (e.g., physical harassment, verbal intimidation);
however, in this chapter we focus specifically on relational victimization.
Research on relational victimization initially emerged because of an interest
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in capturing peer harassment experiences that are particularly salient for
girls (Crick & Grotpeter, 1996). A number of previous studies, in which
physical or global forms of victimization were the focus, were concerned
primarily with boys (e.g., Olweus, 1978) because boys are more likely than
girls to be the targets of such forms of aggression. In contrast to these forms
of peer victimization, relational victimization has been posited to be more
characteristic of the peer harassment experiences of girls. Evidence indi-
cates that without the assessment of relational victimization, in addition to
the more traditionally studied physical form of victimization, we would be
unable to identify the majority of girls who are victimized by peers (e.g.,
70%; Crick & Bigbee, 1998), whereas we would miss a relatively small
fraction of victimized boys (e.g., 15%; Crick & Bigbee, 1998). These find-
ings highlight the significance of a focus on relational victimization for in-
creasing our understanding of the peer harassment experiences of girls in
addition to those of boys.

Based on a review of existing literature, several issues are addressed,
including (1) defining features of relational victimization, (2) manifesta-
tions of relational victimization from early childhood to late adolescence,
(3) gender differences in relational victimization, (4) the association be-
tween relational victimization and social/psychological adjustment prob-
lems, and (5) the correspondence between relational victimization and ag-
gression. To allow for an examination of both the continuity and the
distinctiveness of relational victimization and its correlates with develop-
ment we have, wherever feasible, organized our discussion around three de-
velopmental periods: (1) preschool/early childhood, (2) middle childhood,
and (3) adolescence.

WHAT IS RELATIONAL VICTIMIZATION?

Relational victims are individuals who are the frequent targets of others’ re-
lationally aggressive acts, behaviors in which relationships are used as a
means of harm (Crick & Grotpeter, 1996). For example, relationally vic-
timized individuals may have friends or romantic partners who control
them through their friendship or romantic relationship (e.g., “You can’t be
my friend unless . .., ” “I won’t go out with you anymore unless ... ”);
they may be the target of hostile rumors in their peer groups; or they may
be excluded from important social activities (e.g., a birthday party) when a
peer seeks retaliation for some perceived fault. Thus, individuals who are
targets of relational aggression may be victimized by peers, friends, and/or
romantic partners.

Numerous theories have emphasized the importance of supportive
peer relationships and a sense of belonging for individuals’ well-being and
subsequent development (e.g., Bowlby, 1973; Freud, 1930; Maslow, 1968;
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Rogers, 1961; Sullivan, 1953; see Asher & Coie, 1990, for a review).
Among other things, these theories all posit that humans are motivated, at
least in part, by a desire to initiate and maintain relationships on both a
group level (e.g., feeling accepted by peers) and a dyadic level (e.g., feeling
valued by a friend or romantic partner; Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Lyons-
Ruth, 1995). Relational victimization not only deprives children of oppor-
tunities to satisfy these needs for closeness and acceptance, it also manipu-
lates these needs in a way that is likely to cause significant harm (e.g., by
making the child feel negatively about the self, a situation that may lead to
internalizing problems, or by generating desires to retaliate against peers, a
situation that may lead to externalizing difficulties). Both of these possible
consequences of relational victimization bode poorly for children’s adjust-
ment and their ability to satisfy their need to belong.

Currently, research specifically focused on relational victimization is
somewhat scarce because of its relatively recent initiation. Most previous
studies of peer harassment have focused either on global, nonspecific forms
of victimization (e.g., being the chronic target of peers’ “mean” behaviors)
or on physical victimization (i.e., being the frequent target of acts in which
harm is inflicted through physical intimidation or physical damage). A few
studies have also included indirect forms of peer harassment. Indirect vic-
timization emphasizes maltreatment that is specifically covert in nature,
whereby the target is not directly confronted. Although related, relational
victimization is distinct from indirect victimization in that it involves being
the target of direct, as well as indirect, aggressive acts. For example, rela-
tional victimization can include direct maltreatment such as being told
“You can’t be my friend unless . . ., ” a type of abuse that would not be in-
cluded under the umbrella of indirect victimization. In addition, relational
victimization exclusively focuses on the manipulation of relationships,
whereas the indirect victimization rubric can include nonconfrontational
victimization strategies that do not involve relationship manipulation (e.g.,
practical jokes; for a more detailed discussion of these issues see Crick,
Werner, et al., 1999). As described later, this distinction has important im-
plications for the study of relational victimization at different developmen-
tal periods.

Another construct related to but distinct from relational victimization
is peer rejection. Peer rejection is an index of peers’ sentiments toward a
child (i.e., the degree to which he or she is disliked by the peer group). In
contrast, relational victimization involves specific behaviors, some of which
may convey dislike. Thus, research on relational victimization may provide
us with a way to examine one process by which rejection may occur. Peer
problems for an individual child may begin in a one-on-one relationship,
with a single peer relationally victimizing that child and over time, if social
skills become compromised, further victimization by others may ensue.
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Thus, what began at the dyadic level (relational victimization) may become
a group-level consensus (peer rejection). In addition, because of the manip-
ulative nature of relationally victimizing behaviors, we may also examine
the function of such behaviors within the important developmental con-
texts of the peer group and dyadic friendships (e.g., manipulation to dam-
age the status of social relationships).

Assessment Issues

To date, relational victimization has been assessed using a variety of mea-
sures, including self-report, peer report, teacher report, parent report, and
naturalistic observations. However, the most frequently used assessment
tool has been the peer nomination instrument, in which children within a
stable peer group (e.g., classroom) nominate peers who fit a number of
behavioral descriptors (i.e., behaviors categorized as relational victimiza-
tion). Given the personal, relatively intimate nature of relational victimiza-
tion, peer nominations offer some distinct advantages over other forms of
assessment. For example, peers may be privy to instances of relational vic-
timization that are unobservable to other informants (i.e., teachers or par-
ents) or difficult to assess through naturalistic observation where observers
lack inside knowledge of existing peer relationships and friendships. In ad-
dition, peer nominations yield scores based on multiple individuals (in con-
trast to single observations in teacher, parent, or self-reporting) that may
serve to increase the reliability and validity of the assessment. It should be
noted, however, that using peers as informants may not be the best method
with very young children (i.e., preschoolers), who may have trouble dis-
criminating among subtle behaviors, a task beyond their developmental
abilities. Once relational victimization scores are obtained, children with
scores of 1 standard deviation above the mean are typically viewed as rela-
tionally victimized.

WHAT DOES RELATIONAL VICTIMIZATION LOOK
LIKE AT DIFFERENT DEVELOPMENTAL PERIODS?

Preschool/Early Childhood

To date, the youngest ages at which relational victimization has been as-
sessed are those of the preschool years. Several investigations have shown
that for some children, exposure to relational harassment occurs as early as
age 3 (Crick, Casas, & Ku, 1999; Hart et al., 1999; Bonica, Yershova, &
Arnold, 1999). During these years, children are just beginning to learn so-
cial skills, so when instances of relational victimization occur, they are typi-
cally direct and fairly obvious (e.g., a little girl’s being told that a peer will
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not play with her unless she does what that peer wants). Another character-
istic of relational victimization during the preschool years is that it is most
often an immediate response to some transgression, not a response to an
event that occurred in the past. Further, these episodes often center on pre-
ferred activities rather than pair bonds (i.e., the immediate activity can take
precedence over loyalty to an absent peer). Thus, relationally victimizing
behaviors during the preschool years reflect the overall nature of peer rela-
tions at that age (e.g. based on shared activities) and children’s relatively
simplistic social skills.

Middle Childhood

As children enter middle childhood, they experience significant growth in
several congruent domains of development, including changes in cogni-
tive, social, and linguistic skills. In general, forms of victimization within
this age group are more complex and sophisticated than the relatively di-
rect expressions found in younger children. For example, as opposed to
stating directly to a target child, “I won’t be your friend if you don’t sit
by me,” children during this age period are more covert, less confronta-
tional with the intended target, and may more frequently use the interac-
tions of the peer group to meet the objective of relational victimization.
Tactics may include lying about the target child (e.g., spreading rumors),
subtle yet intentional exclusion from the peer group (e.g., pretending not
to see the target child or not inviting the target child to participate), or
covert actions intended to harm (e.g., writing nasty notes or talking be-
hind the target’s back). Further, victimization may occur in response to
past as well as current transgressions by the target child. That is, victim-
ization is no longer as closely tied to immediate events as may be
observed in younger children. All of these victimizing behaviors reflect
children’s more refined social skills and more complex cognitive and lin-
guistic ability in middle childhood.

Adolescence

During adolescence, as social networks and peer interactions become more
sophisticated, so too does relational victimization. As in middle childhood,
relational victimization in adolescence occurs when an adolescent’s friend-
ship is damaged or manipulated by a peer through the use of behaviors
such as spreading rumors, withdrawing friendship, and social exclusion
(Cairns, Cairns, Neckerman, Ferguson, & Gariepy, 1989; Richardson &
Green, 1997; Schafer, Werner, & Crick, 1999; Werner & Schifer, 1999). As
in the younger years, both direct and indirect forms of relational victimiza-
tion are found during adolescence (Morales & Crick, 2000). As opposite-
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sex friendships become more common in adolescence, direct forms of rela-
tional victimization may now involve both male and female peers, whereas
in younger age groups manipulation of social relationships more often oc-
cur with same-sex peers. For example, in a same-sex friendship the rela-
tionally victimized adolescent may be threatened with exposure of shared
secrets to a potential opposite-sex romantic partner, as well as to same-sex
peers. “Dissing” someone of the opposite sex may also be a direct relation-
ally victimizing behavior. This behavior is characterized by completely ig-
noring the victim while simultaneously “playing up” to an important friend
in the victim’s same-sex peer group, clearly meant to compromise the vic-
tim’s social status among his or her peers. As identity issues become more
salient to youths, these aspects of their social interactions may become ave-
nues for relational victimization. Indirect behaviors that may be used to
relationally victimize an adolescent may involve rumors that are more so-
cially savvy than those used in childhood, involving multiple past relation-
ships and more extensive weaving of stories, described by youths as “trash-
ing them” (e.g., gossip about one’s sexual orientation or frequency of
sexual partners; Morales, Crick, Werner, & Schellin, 2000). Again, this
may involve spreading of rumors to both male and female peers.

Another important way that the experience of relational victimization
differs during adolescence as compared with childhood is that relational
victimization occurs within romantic relationships as well as within peer re-
lationships and friendships. In adolescent romantic relationships, relational
victimization may occur through the manipulation of sexual confidences
and fidelity issues. These behaviors are exemplified through actions such as
“cheating” on the victim, trying to make the victim jealous, and depriving
him or her of affection or “cutting him (or her) off” (Morales et al., 2000).
In addition to the possibility of experiencing victimization by a partner in
romantic dyads, adolescents’ intimate relationships may be used as “rela-
tional weaponry” by other peer victimizers. Adolescents report that some
peers victimize others by “going after” or “stealing their dating partner”
and telling lies about their past with the intent to “ruin their [friends’] repu-
tations” (Morales et al., 2000).

It is clear from this discussion that the developmental manifestation of
relational victimization becomes consistently more complex with develop-
ment, involves both direct and indirect manipulations of social relation-
ships, and mirrors developmental gains in the social and cognitive domains.
In addition, as children grow toward young adulthood, these victimizing
behaviors reflect the salient issues of the contexts within which their peers,
friends, and romantic partners interact. Another issue that has been exam-
ined in the manifestation of relational victimization across development is
that of gender. Research findings on gender differences are summarized in
the following section.
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ARE THERE GENDER DIFFERENCES
IN RELATIONAL VICTIMIZATION?

As stated previously, studies of relational victimization were initially con-
ducted as a way to increase our understanding of the peer harassment expe-
riences of girls, as well as to broaden our knowledge of the peer victimiza-
tion experiences of boys. Accordingly, a number of studies have been
designed to test the hypothesis that girls are more relationally victimized
than boys. Results of these studies, organized by age, are summarized in the
following paragraphs.

Preschool/Early Childhood

Studies of gender differences in relational victimization during the pre-
school years have yielded mixed findings. Of the three existing studies, one
found girls to be more relationally victimized than boys (Crick, Casas, &
Ku, 1999) whereas two yielded no significant gender differences (Bonica et
al., 1999; Hart et al., 1999).

Middle Childhood

Studies of children’s descriptions of aggressive or conflictual interchanges
during middle childhood indicate that episodes of relational victimization
are most likely to occur within girl-to-girl interactions (Cairns et al., 1989;
Crick, Bigbee, & Howes, 1996). However, studies of gender differences in
relational victimization utilizing self, peer, and teacher reports of victimiza-
tion have produced somewhat mixed findings. Similar to the studies re-
ported for preschoolers, some studies focusing on middle childhood have
indicated that girls are more relationally victimized than boys (e.g., Crick
& Bigbee, 1998; Crick & Nelson, 1999; Schafer et al., 1999), whereas oth-
ers have yielded no significant gender differences (e.g., Crick & Grotpeter,
1996; Paquette & Underwood, 1999).

Adolescence

Studies of children’s descriptions of aggressive or conflictual interchanges
during adolescence suggest that episodes of relational victimization are
most likely to occur within female-to-female interactions (Cairns et al.,
1989; Morales et al., 2000). In contrast, in another study utilizing self-
reports of victimization and focusing on older adolescents (i.e., college stu-
dents; Morales & Crick, 2000), males were found to be significantly more
relationally victimized than females. Future research should investigate
whether this finding reflects a true developmental difference (i.e., with
males becoming more relationally victimized with age) or whether it re-
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flects methodological differences in the studies conducted with younger
versus older samples.

Taken together, these studies demonstrate that when gender differ-
ences in relational victimization exist, they tend to favor girls. Further,
this difference is particularly apparent during early and middle childhood.
Although gender differences in the rates of relational harassment are not
yet completely clear, evidence indicates that the meaning of these experi-
ences varies by gender. Findings from several lines of research indicate
that, relative to boys and men, girls and women are more distressed by
interpersonal problems, are more likely to react negatively to perceived
relational slights, and are more likely to incorporate information gained
through social interaction into their self-views (e.g., Crick, 1995; Crick,
Grotpeter, & Bigbee, 1999; Cross & Madsen, 1997; Galen & Under-
wood, 1997; Leadbeater, Blatt, & Quinlan, 1995; Paquette & Under-
wood, 1999). These findings indicate that exposure to relational victim-
ization may have differential consequences for boys versus girls, with the
most negative impact occurring for girls. Research on the association be-
tween relational victimization and social/psychological adjustment is sum-
marized in the following section, with an emphasis on the moderating ef-
fects of gender where applicable.

IS RELATIONAL VICTIMIZATION HARMFUL?

As stated previously, the aversive peer environment to which relationally
victimized children are exposed is likely to contribute to, or exacerbate, the
children’s adjustment difficulties. To date, a number of studies have exam-
ined this hypothesis for relational victimization as it occurs within three
contexts: the general peer group, the friendship context, and within roman-
tic relationships.

However, before discussing the impact of relational victimization, it
should be clarified that, like other forms of victimization, relational victim-
ization can be experienced at varying levels. Thus, a child who is ignored
by her classmates occasionally may experience relational victimization at
levels that are similar to most of her agemates, and this negative treatment
may not cause her significant harm. On the other hand, there is evidence to
indicate that children who are frequent targets of relational victimization
may experience a number of adjustment difficulties (e.g., peer rejection, in-
ternalizing problems, antisocial personality features). An analogy is that
one would not necessarily be concerned about a child who catches an occa-
sional cold, but would be extremely concerned (because of the possible
resulting harm) about the child who seems to be chronically ill. Thus, the
experience of relational victimization may be considered normative at rela-
tively low levels but deviant at frequent and/or intense levels (of course,
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there may be individual differences in children’s reactions to relational vic-
timization; some children may become distressed by a single episode).

Relational Victimization within the Peer Group
Preschool/Early Childhood

At this point, our understanding of the associations between relational vic-
timization and adjustment difficulties in early childhood is limited. To our
knowledge, there has only been one empirical study that has examined the
association between relational victimization and social/psychological ad-
justment problems during this age period (Crick, Casas, & Ku, 1999). Re-
sults of this study indicated that, as has been demonstrated in past studies
of physical and global forms of victimization (e.g., Alsaker, 1993; Boulton
& Underwood, 1992; Hodges, Malone, & Perry, 1997; Olweus, 1978;
Pierce, 1990), relational victimization was significantly associated with
poor peer relationships and rejection by peers, internalizing problems, and
a lack of prosocial skills during the preschool years. Further, examination
of the distinctive contribution of relational victimization to the prediction
of adjustment difficulties showed that relational victimization added unique
information, beyond that provided by physical victimization, to the predic-
tion of preschoolers’ peer relationship problems (e.g., peer rejection) and
internalizing difficulties.

Middle Childhood

The majority of studies investigating relational victimization and adjust-
ment have been conducted with middle childhood samples. Results from
these studies have demonstrated that, similar to findings from studies of
other forms of victimization (e.g., Olweus, 1984, 1991; Perry, Kusel, &
Perry, 1988), relational victimization contributes significantly and uniquely
to social/psychological difficulties during middle childhood. The first study
to provide evidence of the impact of relational victimization was conducted
by Crick and Grotpeter (1996) with a sample of third- through sixth-grade
children. Results showed that rejected children were more relationally vic-
timized than all other sociometric status groups. Further, relational victim-
ization added unique information, above and beyond overt victimization
(physical victimization plus being the target of verbal insults), to the predic-
tion of children’s concurrent social/psychological adjustment (e.g., loneli-
ness, depression, social anxiety).

Crick and Bigbee (1998) further explored the impact of relational vic-
timization on children’s adjustment using a multi-informant approach (peer
and self-reports of victimization). Relational victimization was significantly
associated with peer rejection, submissiveness, loneliness, emotional dis-
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tress, and lack of self restraint. Children who were both self- and peer-iden-
tified relational victims were especially likely to have these troubles.

Moreover, in a stringent test of the unique predictive value of relation-
al victimization status, Crick and Bigbee (1998) also examined the extent
to which relational victimization would contribute to the prediction of
social/psychological maladjustment above and beyond both overt (physical
and verbal) aggression and overt victimization in addition to relational ag-
gression. For both boys and girls, relational victimization provided addi-
tional information to the prediction of peer rejection, submissive behavior,
loneliness, social avoidance, and emotional distress. For girls, relational
victimization also added to the prediction of lower levels of peer acceptance
and self-restraint.

In a recent study of girls, Putallaz, Kupersmidt, Grimes, and DeNero
(1999) used a multi-informant method to examine the consequences associ-
ated with overt and relational victimization. Similar to the Crick and
Grotpeter (1996) results, rejected children were higher than all other status
groups on their peer-nominated relational victimization scores. Teachers
also rated rejected girls as significantly more relationally victimized than
popular and average girls. Further, lunchroom observers viewed rejected
girls as more relationally victimized than better-accepted (e.g., popular or
average) girls. Self-reports were also in agreement, in that rejected girls
were more likely to see themselves as targets of relational victimization. In
addition, teachers reported that, for girls, relational victimization was sig-
nificantly associated with higher levels of social avoidance, fear of negative
evaluations, and depression, as well as lower levels of empathy, leadership,
and the ability to easily join a group. Furthermore, relationally victimized
girls were also observed in lunchroom interactions to display greater levels
of sadness and more frequent rejection of their attempts to initiate social
interaction with peers.

Finally, results of a recent longitudinal study of relational victimization
and peer status showed that relational victimization in third grade was sig-
nificantly associated with peer rejection 1 year later in fourth grade (Crick
& Cullerton- Sen, 1999). This initial longitudinal finding awaits further
corroboration from additional assessments. However, in combination with
the previous evidence of the deleterious effects of relational victimization
status, it substantiates the harmful nature of this form of victimization and
its association with social/psychological adjustment difficulties in middle

childhood.

Adolescence

Although not as extensive as the research on middle childhood samples,
several studies have been conducted on relational victimization and ad-
justment during the adolescent years. Evidence from these studies indi-
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cates that there may be remarkable continuity in the association between
relational victimization and adjustment from early childhood to late ado-
lescence. One study examining relational victimization in peer relation-
ships in adolescence indicated that this form of victimization was signifi-
cantly associated with depression, antisocial personality features, and
borderline personality features (Morales & Cullerton-Sen, 2000). Further,
relational victimization predicted unique information about all three of
these indices, above and beyond that predicted by physical victimization
in this sample.

Results of a second study, conducted with a German sample, demon-
strated that adolescents who were relationally victimized were less accepted
and more rejected by peers than their nonvictimized counterparts (Werner
& Schifer, 1999). In addition, it was found that relationally victimized ad-
olescents perceived themselves as less socially and athletically competent
than their peers.

Finally, in a study of 12- to 15-year-old girls conducted within a camp
setting, Walker (2000) found relational victimization to be significantly as-
sociated with both internalizing and externalizing problems (as measured
with the Child Behavior Checklist [CBCL]; Achenbach, 1991). Further, re-
lational victimization added unique information to the prediction of both
of these indices, beyond that provided by physical victimization.

In sum, studies regarding relational victimization within the peer con-
text are beginning to yield important findings, demonstrating that this form
of victimization is positively associated with a myriad of negative social/
psychological adjustment outcomes from early childhood to adolescence. In
general, it appears that relational victimization within the peer group is
most likely to be associated with poor peer relationships (e.g., peer rejec-
tion), internalizing problems (e.g., depression), and externalizing problems
(e.g., lack of self-restraint, antisocial personality features).

Relational Victimization within Mutual Friendships

To date, and for understandable reasons, studies of victimization have gen-
erally focused on the peer group to the exclusion of the victimized child’s
other important (e.g., dyadic) relationships. However, a limited number of
studies of physical or global forms of victimization have considered the
friendships of victimized children. Although some of these studies point out
that a mutual friendship may serve as an important buffer (i.e., decreased
victimization) for vulnerable children (e.g., Bukowski, Sippola, & Boivin,
1995; Hodges et al., 1997; Malone & Perry, 1995), it is possible that diffi-
culties encountered in the overall peer group may spill over and lead to fur-
ther trouble for victimized children within the context of their best friend-
ships. Considering the more intimate confines of friendship and the social
obligations and expectations typically associated with such relationships,
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inadequacies of or actual victimization within friendships may exacerbate
the problems imposed by peers or may lead to new problems altogether.

In line with this reasoning, Grotpeter, Geiger, Nukulkij, and Crick
(1999) recently explored various qualities of peer-victimized children’s
friendships (in middle childhood) and found them lacking in comparison
with friendship qualities reported by nonvictimized children. For example,
as compared with their nonvictimized peers, relationally victimized chil-
dren reported significantly higher levels of negative qualities (e.g., physical
aggression and conflict) and significantly lower levels of positive features
(e.g., help and guidance, conflict resolution, intimacy, validation and car-
ing, companionship and recreation) in their reciprocated friendships. Fur-
thermore, relational victims reported significantly lower overall friendship
satisfaction than their nonvictimized peers. Thus, the typical best friendship
of relationally victimized children does not appear to be as “supportive” as
that enjoyed by nonvictimized children. The results of this study suggest
that victimization may occur even within reciprocal friendships, possibly
adding stress and further difficulty to the relationships of many peer-victim-
ized children.

In accord with this hypothesis, Crick and Nelson (1999) recently ex-
amined the social/psychological adjustment correlates of friendship victim-
ization in middle childhood. Friend victimization (measured by self-report)
was found to be relatively distinct from peer group victimization (measured
by peer nomination). In particular, for relational forms, peer and friend vic-
timization were only somewhat related (r = .15, p < .05, for boys; r = .14,
p < .05, for girls). Furthermore, friend relational victimization was uniquely
related for both boys and girls to social/psychological adjustment indices
such as loneliness, psychological distress, internalizing and externalizing
problems, social anxiety and avoidance, and lack of self-restraint. Friend
victimization data added significant information above and beyond that
provided by peer victimization in the prediction of these adjustment diffi-
culties. Finally, it was found that friend relational victimization added
uniquely to peer victimization and friend physical victimization in the pre-
diction of externalizing problems for girls.

Relational Victimization within Romantic Relationships

Another dyadic context in which relational victimization may be experi-
enced is romantic relationships. Results of a recent study indicate that
both males and females view relational aggression in romantic relation-
ships as one of the most normative aggressive behaviors perpetrated by
females in late adolescence (Morales et al., 2000). Analyses also revealed
that adolescent males considered relationally victimizing behaviors by
males to be as normative as physically victimizing behaviors, but only
when they were directed toward females (i.e., only in cross-gender inter-



208 SUBTYPES AND AGE-RELATED CHANGES

actions). If being relationally victimized in romantic relationships be-
comes a relatively common experience at older ages, then adolescents’ in-
timate dyadic relationships may provide another context in which
adjustment problems flourish. Accordingly, in a study designed to exam-
ine this hypothesis, Morales and Cullerton-Sen (2000) found that rela-
tional victimization within a romantic relationship significantly predicted
borderline personality features and depressed affect, and provided unique
information about these adjustment indices beyond that predicted by
physical victimization. Although these results should be interpreted with
caution because of the possibility of shared method variance (both vic-
timization and adjustment were measured by self-report), they provide an
initial step toward the preferred design of future investigations (i.e., the
assessment of both relational and physical victimization) and indicate
that the dyadic context of romantic relationships may be a fruitful area
for research on relational victimization.

Findings from these studies indicate that relational victimization oc-
curs in multiple relationship contexts and that each may contribute
uniquely to child maladjustment. Accordingly, a complete understanding of
children’s adjustment difficulties necessitates consideration of victimization
in other relationship contexts outside the general peer group.

WHAT IS THE ASSOCIATION BETWEEN RELATIONAL
VICTIMIZATION AND AGGRESSION?

Prior research regarding physical and global, undifferentiated forms of vic-
timization shows that aggressive (provocative) victims and nonaggressive
(passive) victims form behaviorally distinct subgroups (Olweus, 1978;
Perry et al., 1988; Stephenson & Smith, 1989). The combination of aggres-
sion and victimization experiences appears to be highly significant for child
adjustment. Provocative victims, as compared with either passive or non-
aggressive victims, have been found to be more disliked or rejected (Perry et
al., 1988; Smith & Boulton, 1991), to have fewer friends (Malone & Perry,
1995), and to have significantly more behavioral problems (Kupersmidt,
Patterson, & Eickholt, 1989). Therefore, the overlap of aggression and vic-
timization appears to place certain children at significantly higher risk for
negative developmental outcomes. The overlap of relational victimization
and aggression has only recently been addressed in the literature. Existing
correlational and frequency data show sufficient overlap to indicate that
aggressive/provocative victim and passive victim delineations may also ap-
ply to the study of relational aggression and victimization. The limited evi-
dence available is briefly reviewed by age period in the following para-
graphs.
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Preschool/Early Childhood

In research with preschoolers, moderate correlations between relational ag-
gression and victimization have been obtained across three independent
preschool samples. The first study, by Crick, Casas, and Ku (1999), showed
that teacher reports of relational victimization and relational aggression
were moderately correlated for both boys (r = .45, p < .001) and girls (r =
.58, p < .001). Beyond simple correlations, extreme groups of relationally
aggressive, relationally victimized, and relationally aggressive plus relation-
ally victimized children were identified, and it was found that about 60%
of the preschoolers in this sample were aggressive or victimized, but not
both. These findings indicate that these two constructs, although related,
are also considerably distinct.

In another study, Bonica et al. (1999) obtained a correlation of .43 (p <
.0001) between teacher reports of relational victimization and relational
aggression for a sample of preschoolers (separate correlations by gender
were not reported). Finally, whereas the aforementioned preschool studies
were conducted in the United States, Hart et al. (1999) recently reported re-
sults with a sample of Russian preschoolers. In this study, relational aggres-
sion, as assessed by teachers, was conceptualized in both proactive (behav-
ior driven by feelings of confidence about being able to obtain one’s goals
through aggressive means) and reactive (retaliatory behavior stemming
from anger and arousal) forms. Relational victimization was found to mod-
erately correlate with both proactive (r = .38, p < .001) and reactive (r =
42, p <.001) forms of relational aggression. Results were similar for boys
and girls.

Middle Childhood

To date, research by Crick and Bigbee (1998) is the only study to examine the
overlap of relational forms of victimization and aggression in middle child-
hood. These authors found that relational victimization and relational ag-
gression were moderately correlated (r = .57, p < .001, for girls, and r = .62,
p <.001, for boys) for a sample of fourth- and fifth-grade children. Further-
more, beyond simple correlations, Crick and Bigbee (1998) identified ex-
treme groups of relationally aggressive, relationally victimized, and relation-
ally aggressive plus relationally victimized children. Results showed that
about 70% of these children were aggressive or victimized, but not both, find-
ings that suggest some overlap between the two constructs but also substan-
tial distinctiveness. As described previously, these authors also examined the
extent to which relational victimization contributes to social/psychological
adjustment above that accounted for by relational aggression alone. For both
boys and girls, relational victimization significantly added to relational ag-
gression in the prediction of higher levels of peer rejection, submissiveness,
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loneliness, and emotional distress, as well as lower levels of peer acceptance.
In addition, for boys, relational victimization significantly added to the
prediction of higher levels of social avoidance, and for girls, lower levels of
self-restraint. These findings indicate that both relational victimization and
relational aggression independently contribute to social/psychological mal-
adjustment. Accordingly, provocative relational victims may be expected to
exhibit higher levels of negative adjustment outcomes, relative to other
groups of children (e.g., passive relational victims, nonvictimized relational
aggressors, and nonvictimized, nonaggressive children).

Adolescence

To our knowledge, the overlap of relational forms of aggression and victim-
ization in adolescence has been addressed only in one study. Morales and
Cullerton-Sen (2000) identified groups of relationally aggressive and/or vic-
timized adolescents and found that, of those identified as either relationally
aggressive, victimized, or both, 36% were victimized but not aggressive,
45% were aggressive but not victimized, and 19% were both victimized
and aggressive, indicating substantial nonoverlap between relational ag-
gression and relational victimization (i.e., 81%).

Findings from this study also showed that relational aggression and
victimization (within the peer group context) were slightly to moderately
correlated for both males (r = .47, p <.001) and females (r = .26, p < .001).
Furthermore, Morales and Cullerton-Sen (2000) assessed the association of
relational aggression and victimization within the context of romantic rela-
tionships and found moderate correlations for males (r = .53, p <.001) and
females (r = .62, p < .001).

Taken together, these studies indicate that there is enough overlap be-
tween relational aggression and relational victimization to warrant atten-
tion in future research on provocative versus passive relational victims. In
addition, findings regarding the substantial portion of children identified in
past studies who are either relationally aggressive, relationally victimized,
but not both, together with existing evidence of the unique associations
with social/psychological adjustment for each group, demonstrate the im-
portance of focusing on both the perpetrators as well as the victims of rela-
tional aggression. Interestingly, results of the previously described studies
indicate that the overlap between relational victimization and relational ag-
gression may be somewhat greater than that typically reported for physical
forms of aggression and victimization (see Schwartz, Proctor, & Chien,
Chapter 6, this volume, for a review). Relational aggression is less likely
than physical aggression to result in sanctions from authority figures (e.g.,
teachers), and thus children may be more apt to retaliate in kind when rela-
tionally, as opposed to physically, threatened. If so, children who are typi-
cally nonaggressive may sometimes be drawn into relationally aggressive
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interchanges in which they take on the role of both aggressor and victim.
Such a process may at least partially account for the higher association be-
tween relational forms of aggression and victimization relative to physical
forms. Another possibility is that physical differences may preclude victims
from retaliating in kind to physical aggression. These hypotheses warrant
attention in future investigations.

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Although the study of relational victimization is in its infancy, the reviewed
studies provide initial evidence to support the significance of this form of
peer harassment for children’s lives. Because this form of victimization is
often more subtle, it may be more difficult to detect and identify as harass-
ment, as compared with physical victimization (Richardson & Green,
1997). If so, relational victims may have greater difficulties in eliciting sup-
port from authority figures (e.g., teachers) or nonaggressive peers in their
social networks, which therefore contributes to the hurtful feelings associ-
ated with relational victimization. Research is needed on how, when, and
especially whether relational victimization is treated as harassment by
schools, parents, and others who work and intervene with children.

Existing research indicates that relational victimization can occur in
several contexts, including the peer group, dyadic friendships, and adoles-
cent romantic relationships. Further work is needed to replicate early find-
ings and broaden the focus of these inquiries (e.g., consideration of friend-
ship victimization in age periods other than middle childhood). Studies are
also needed that extend this work to include other contexts such as family
relationships (e.g., parent—child relationships, the marital dyad, and sibling
relationships) and the workplace. It will also be important in future re-
search to examine the associations among these contexts and the continuity
of relational victimization (e.g., to evaluate whether exposure to relational
victimization in the parent—child relationship contributes to a child’s select-
ing friends who also victimize him or her in this way).

Finally, many of the most important and interesting questions about
relational victimization await long-term longitudinal studies (e.g., whether
childhood relational victimization predicts lasting adjustment difficulties;
whether particular familial or social environments create vulnerabilities to
relational victimization). The reviewed literature on relational victimization
presents a strong argument for the utility of expanding victimization re-
search beyond physical and global forms. Longitudinal work in this area
will also enable us to examine how relational victimization may combine
with other forms of victimization, which may affect multiple levels of chil-
dren’s adjustment over time. Studies conducted to date indicate that such
efforts are warranted and indeed sorely needed.



212 SUBTYPES AND AGE-RELATED CHANGES
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Preparation of this chapter was supported by a FIRST Award from the National In-
stitute of Mental Health (No. MH53524) and a Faculty Scholars Award from the
William T. Grant Foundation to Nicki R. Crick, a Child Psychology Training Grant
Fellowship from the National Institute of Mental Health (No. T32MH15753) to
David A. Nelson, and a graduate fellowship from the National Science Foundation
to Julie R. Morales.

REFERENCES

Achenbach, T. M. (1991). Integrative guide for the 1991 CBCL/4-18, YSR, and TRF
profiles. Burlington, VT: University of Vermont, Department of Psychiatry.

Alsaker, F. (1993, March). Bully/victim problems in day-care centers, measurement is-
sues and associations with children’s psychological health. Paper presented at the
meeting of the Society for Research in Child Development, New Orleans, LA.

Asher, S. R., & Coie, J. D. (Eds.). (1990). Peer rejection in childhood. New York:
Cambridge University Press.

Baumeister, R. E,, & Leary, M. R. (19935). The need to belong: Desire for interpersonal
attachments as a fundamental human motivation. Psychological Bulletin,
117(3), 497-529.

Bonica, C., Yeshova, K., & Arnold, D. (1999, April). Relational aggression, relational
victimization, and language development in preschool. Paper presented at the
meeting of the Society for Research in Child Development, Albuquerque, NM.

Boulton, M. J., & Underwood, K. (1992). Bully/victim problems among middle
school children. British Journal of Educational Psychology, 62(1), 73-87.

Bowlby, J. (1973). Attachment and loss: Vol. 2. Separation, anxiety and anger. New
York: Basic Books.

Bukowski, W. M., Sippola, L. K., & Boivin, M. (1995, March). Friendship protects
“at risk” children from victimization by peers. Paper presented at the meeting of
the Society for Research in Child Development, Indianapolis, IN.

Cairns, R. B., Cairns, B. D., Neckerman, H. J., Ferguson, L. L., & Gariepy, J. L.
(1989). Growth and aggression: 1. Childhood to early adolescence. Develop-
mental Psychology, 25(2), 320-330.

Crick, N. R. (1995). Relational aggression: The role of intent attributions, feelings of
distress, and provocation type. Development and Psychopathology, 7,313-322.

Crick, N. R., & Bigbee, M. A. (1998). Relational and overt forms of peer victimiza-
tion: A multi-informant approach. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychol-
ogy, 66(2), 337-347.

Crick, N.R., Bigbee, M. A., & Howes, C. (1996). Gender differences in children’s nor-
mative beliefs about aggression: How do I hurt thee? Let me count the ways.
Child Development, 67, 1003-1014.

Crick, N. R., Casas, J. F., & Ku, H. C. (1999). Relational and physical forms of peer
victimization in preschool. Developmental Psychology, 35(2), 376-385.

Crick, N. R., & Cullerton-Sen, C. (1999). A longitudinal study of relational and phys-
ical aggression and victimization. Manuscript forthcoming.



Relational Victimization 213

Crick, N. R., & Grotpeter, J. K. (1996). Children’s treatment by peers: Victims of rela-
tional and overt aggression. Development and Psychopathology, 8, 367-380.

Crick, N. R., & Grotpeter, J. K., & Bigbee, M. A. (1999). Relationally and physically
aggressive children’s intent attributions and feelings of distress for relational and
instrumental peer provocations. Manuscript under review.

Crick, N. R., & Nelson, D. A. (1999). Relational and physical victimization within
peer relationships and friendships: Nobody told me there’d be friends like these.
Manuscript submitted for publication.

Crick, N. R., Werner, N. E., Casas, J. E., O’Brien, K. M., Nelson, D. A., Grotpeter, J.
K., & Markon, K. (1999). Childhood aggression and gender: A new look at an
old problem. In D. Bernstein (Ed.), Nebraska symposium on motivation (pp. 75—
141). Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.

Cross, S. E., & Madsen, L. (1997). Models of the self: Self-construals and gender. Psy-
chological Bulletin, 122, 5-37.

Freud, S. (1930). Civilization and its discontents. London: Hogarth.

Galen, B. R., & Underwood, M. K. (1997). A developmental investigation of social
aggression among children. Developmental Psychology, 33(4), 589-600.
Grotpeter, J. K., Geiger, T., Nulkulkij, P., & Crick, N. R. (1999). Relationally and
physically victimized children’s friendships: With friends like these who needs

enemies? Manuscript under review.

Hart, C. H., Nelson, D. A., Robinson, C. C., Olsen, S. E., McNeilly-Choque, M. K.,
Porter, C. L., & McKee, T. (1999). Russian parenting styles and family processes:
Linkages with subtypes of victimization and aggression. In K. A. Kerns (Ed.), Ex-
plaining associations between family and peer relationships. New York: Green-
wood/Praeger.

Hodges, E. V. E., Malone, M. J., & Perry, D. G. (1997). Individual risk and social risk
as interacting determinants of victimization in the peer group. Developmental
Psychology, 33(6), 1032-1039.

Kupersmidt, J. B., Patterson, C., & Eickholt, C. (1989, April). Socially rejected chil-
dren: Bullies, victims, or both? Paper presented at the meeting of the Society for
Research in Child Development, Kansas City, MO.

Leadbeater, B. J., Blatt, S. J., & Quinlin, D. M. (19935). Gender-linked vulnerabilities
to depressive symptoms, stress, and problem behaviors in adolescents. Journal of
Research in Adolescence, 5, 1-29.

Lyons-Ruth, K. (1995). Broadening our conceptual frameworks: Can we reintroduce
relational strategies and implicit representational systems to the study of psycho-
pathology? Developmental Psychology, 31(3), 432-436.

Malone, M. J., & Perry, D. G. (1995, March). Features of aggressive and victimized
children’s friendships and affiliative preferences. Paper presented at the meeting
of the Society for Research in Child Development, Indianapolis, IN.

Maslow, A. H. (1968). Toward a psychology of being (2nd ed.). Princeton, NJ: Van
Nostrand.

Morales, J. R., & Crick, N. R. (2000). Hostile attribution, aggression and victimiza-
tion in adolescent peer and romantic relationships. Manuscript in progress.

Morales, J. R., Crick, N. R., Werner, N. E., & Schellin, H. (2000). Adolescents’ nor-
mative beliefs about aggression: A qualitative analysis. Manuscript forthcom-
ing.

Morales, J. R., & Cullerton-Sen, C. (2000). Relational and physical aggression and



214 SUBTYPES AND AGE-RELATED CHANGES

psychological adjustment in adolescent peer and romantic relationships. Manu-
script in progress.

Olweus, D. (1978). Aggression in the schools: Bullies and whipping boys. Washing-
ton, DC: Hemisphere (Wiley).

Olweus, D. (1984). Aggressors and their victims: Bullying at school. In N. Frude & H.
Gault (Eds.), Disruptive behaviors at schools (pp. 57-76). New York: Wiley.

Olweus, D. (1991). Bully/victim problems among school children: Basic facts and ef-
fects of a school based intervention program. In D. J. Pepler & K. H. Rubin
(Eds.), The development and treatment of childhood aggression (pp. 411-448).
Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Paquette, J. A., & Underwood, M. K. (1999). Gender differences in young adoles-
cents’ experiences of peer victimization: Social and physical aggression. Merrill-
Palmer Quarterly, 45(2), 242-266.

Perry, D. G., Kusel, S. J., & Perry, L. C. (1988). Victims of peer aggression. Develop-
mental Psychology, 24(6), 807-814.

Pierce, S. (1990). The behavioral attributes of victimized children. Unpublished mas-
ter’s thesis, Florida Atlantic University, Boca Raton.

Putallaz, M., Kupersmidt, J., Grimes, C. L., & DeNero, K. (1999, April). Overt and
relational aggressors, victims, and gender. Paper presented at the meeting of the
Society for Research in Child Development, Albuquerque, NM.

Richardson, D. R., & Green, L. R. (1997). Circuitous harm: Determinants and conse-
quences of nondirect aggression. In R. Kowalski (Ed.), Aversive interpersonal
behaviors (pp. 171-188). New York: Plenum Press.

Rogers, C. R. (1961). On becoming a person: A therapist’s view of psychotherapy.
Boston: Houghton Mifflin.

Schifer, M., Werner, N. E., & Crick, N. R. (1999). Relational victimization, physical
victimization, and bullying among German school children: Relations among
constructs, gender differences, and links with adjustment. Manuscript under re-
view.

Smith, P. K., & Boulton, M. J. (1991, July). Self-esteem, sociometric status, and peer-
perceived bebavioral characteristics in middle school children in the United
Kingdom. Paper presented at the 11th meeting of the International Society for
the Study of Behavioral Development, Minneapolis, MN.

Stephenson, P., & Smith, D. (1989). Bullying in the junior school. In D. P. Tattum & D.
A. Lane (Eds.), Bullying in schools (pp. 45-57). London: Trentham Books.

Sullivan, H. S. (1953). The interpersonal theory of psychiatry. New York: Norton.

Walker, K. (2000, April). Relational and physical victimization and adjustment in ad-
olescent females. Poster presented at the Society for Research in Adolescence,
Chicago.

Werner, N. E., & Schifer, M. (1999). Social adjustment and perceived self-competence
among subgroups of relationally aggressive and relationally victimized adoles-
cents. Manuscript in preparation.



)

Victimization among
Teenage Girls

What Can Be Done
about Indirect Harassment?

LAURENCE OWENS, PHILLIP SLEE, and ROSALYN SHUTE

The issue of school harassment involving girls has been written about ex-
tensively in fiction (e.g., Blacklock, 1995; Mansfield, 1974). In her book of
short stories, Comet Vomit, the Australian writer Diane Blacklock de-
scribed in vivid terms an elementary school child’s experience of victimiza-
tion:

The best fun was to make Lenora cry. She was so pale and thin, she had
none of the fat of her carnivorous class-mates. She swept across the yard
like a little straw broom, trying to keep herself stiff and ready for attack.
Playtime or class time made no difference to Lenora. She had no friends and
there was nothing she could do that was any better or different from any-
thing anyone else could do. The opportunities for taunting her were end-
less. (p. 54)

Researchers, however, have tended to concentrate mainly on male forms of
victimization (Buss, 1961; Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974; Eagly & Steffen,
1986; White & Kowalski, 1994). Female aggressive capability was, how-
ever, recognized in the mid-1970s as indicated by Maccoby and Jacklin’s
(1974, p. 247) statement, “Women share with men the human capacity to
heap all sorts of injury upon their fellows.”

Despite this earlier recognition, it is little more than a decade since re-
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searchers have seriously challenged the notion of the nonaggressive female
and investigated forms of harassment more prevalent among females. Such
female harassment has been termed “indirect” (e.g., Bjorkqvist, Osterman,
& Kaukiainen, 1992; Osterman et al., 1998), and this is the term used in
the present chapter. However, the terms “relational” (Crick, 1995; Crick &
Bigbee, 1998; Crick, Casas, & Mosher, 1997; Rys & Bear, 1997) and “so-
cial” (Cairns, Cairns, Neckerman, Ferguson, & Gariepy, 1989; Galen &
Underwood, 1997; Paquette & Underwood, 1999) are also found in the lit-
erature. Whatever the terminology used, a common theme is that of at-
tempting to harm others through damaging friendships or by exclusion
from the peer group. Typical indirect harassment behaviors include talking
nastily about others when they are not present and excluding individuals
from the peer group. Henington, Hughes, Cavell, and Thompson (1998)
provide strong evidence that failure to include indirect aggression in the as-
sessment of harassment among female students results in a significant un-
derestimation of the actual level of such harassment.

With the amount of research on indirect harassment building, results
have shown that, as expected, girls do find indirect harassment hurtful and
as a consequence victims suffer a range of psychological ill effects (Crick &
Grotpeter, 1995; Crick & Grotpeter, 1996; Owens, Shute, & Slee, 2000a;
Owens, Slee, & Shute, 2000). Because indirect harassment is painful, it is
important that schools mount programs to reduce it or lessen its negative
impact on victims. However, by its very nature, indirect harassment is
meant to be covert, and thus very often girls’ conflicts do not come to the
attention of teachers or school authorities (Owens, 1995). Designing inter-
ventions, therefore, is fraught with difficulties.

This chapter has two main sections. In the first section we describe a
qualitative investigation of the nature of teenage girls’ indirect aggression.
This study inquired into the indirectly aggressive behaviors used by teenage
girls, the effects of these behaviors, the perceived characteristics of victims,
the girls’ explanations for these behaviors, and their views of possible inter-
ventions to prevent or redress this victimization. The study has been re-
ported elsewhere (Owens, Shute, & Slee, 2000a; Owens, Shute, & Slee,
2000b; Owens, Slee, & Shute, 2000), so only a summary of the material is
provided in this chapter. In the second section we discuss, in detail, our
speculations about interventions to reduce or prevent these behaviors. Es-
sentially, we argue that this type of harassment is effective because of the
importance to girls of close personal relationships and membership in the
peer group. Paradoxically, these group and friendship processes, which are
the context for indirect harassment, may also be a source of strength to
girls in resolving conflicts. Certainly, girls appear to be better at resolving
conflicts than boys (Osterman et al., 1997). Interventions would therefore
have to take account of these group dynamics; thus, approaches such as
peer mediation appear to have potential. Such understanding of peer rela-
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tionship processes has implications for the types of intervention developed
by schools to reduce indirect harassment, a point noted by Salmivalli,
Kaukiainen, and Lagerspetz (1998).

A QUALITATIVE STUDY OF THE NATURE
OF TEENAGE GIRLS’ INDIRECT AGGRESSION

Rationale for the Study

Studies of the kind of aggression typical of girls have generally utilized a
quantitative methodology in investigating issues such as gender and devel-
opmental differences, social/psychological effects of aggression, and rela-
tionships to social information processing and social intelligence. In our
own work, we have followed most closely the Finnish researchers who de-
fined indirect aggression as “a kind of social manipulation: the aggressor
manipulates others to attack the victim, or, by other means, makes use of
the social structure in order to harm the target person, without being per-
sonally involved in attack” (Bjorkqvist, Osterman, et al., 1992, p. 52).

The Finnish team developed a Direct and Indirect Aggression Scale
(DIAS), which included physical (e.g., hits, kicks), verbal (e.g., yells, in-
sults), and indirect items (e.g., shuts out of the group, tells bad or false sto-
ries about others). Using this instrument over several studies (Bjorkqvist,
Lagerspetz, & Kaukiainen, 1992; Lagerspetz & Bjorkqvist, 1994; Lager-
spetz, Bjorkqvist, & Peltonen, 1988), the Finnish team consistently found
that boys used more direct physical harassment than girls; the two sexes
usually did not differ significantly from each other in amounts of verbal ha-
rassment; and girls used more indirect harassment than boys, except in the
youngest age group, where no difference was found. The DIAS has now
been used in a number of countries, including Israel, Poland, and Italy
(Osterman et al., 1998), and similar gender differences in harassment have
been found. In Australia, Owens (1996) used the DIAS in a modified proce-
dure with 8-, 12-, 15-, and 17-year-olds and found that although boys ex-
ceeded girls in the use of direct forms of physical and verbal harassment,
teenage girls exceeded teenage boys in the use of indirect harassment. Fig-
ure 9.1 shows the gender and developmental differences in indirect harass-
ment derived from the Owens (1996) study for peer-estimated indirect ag-
gression. Peers were asked to estimate the frequency of indirect aggression
using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 0 = never to 4 = very often. This
pattern of results was similar to that found by the Finnish research team
(Bjorkqvist, 1994; Bjorkqvist, Osterman, et al., 1992).

Because Owens found that it was during the teenage years that gender
differences in indirect aggression occurred, we selected adolescent girls as a
focus for an investigation of the nature of indirect aggression. Although
most of the aforementioned studies were conducted in the quantitative tra-
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FIGURE 9.1. Indirect aggression by boys compared with girls. *p < .01; **p <
.001. From Owens (1996). Copyright 1996 by Laurence Owens. Reprinted by per-
mission.

dition, there is value in using qualitative methodologies to complement and
enrich such work. Van Manen (1990) asserted that qualitative research en-
ables an insight into “lived experience”—a qualitative approach would en-
able us to go beyond responses to peer nomination questionnaires to obtain
girls’ own stories about what indirect aggression was like for them in their
daily lives. A brief description of the actual method for the study is pro-
vided and followed by an account of the main results. For further details
about the study, see Owens, Shute, & Slee (2000a).

Method
Participants

Six 16-year-old girls participated in a pilot focus group, the purpose of
which was to pose trial questions and make modifications where needed. In
the main study, fifty-four 15-year-old girls (about one third of the grade co-
hort) from two middle-class South Australian metropolitan high schools
were randomly selected from their 10th grade classes to participate in focus
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groups (between six and eight students per group—five groups from one
school and three from the other). These focus groups were supplemented
with interviews of pairs of girls (6 pairs altogether) who wished to elabo-
rate further or who volunteered from the pool of girls who were not
selected to participate in the focus groups. To ensure triangulation of
sources of information, it was decided to individually interview teachers
who were likely to have insight into the girls’ peer relationships (e.g., stu-
dent counselors, homeroom teachers). Altogether ten of these “key” teach-
ers were interviewed—five from each school, with equal numbers of males
and females. All participants were volunteers, and the usual research guar-
antees (e.g., anonymity, confidentiality) were provided. The names of the
schools given below are fictitious.

Procedure

Two moderators, one of us (L. O.) and a female research assistant, collabo-
rated to conduct the interviews. Focus groups were held during 45-minute
class periods in a tutorial room in each of the schools. Discussions were
audiotaped. The following vignette, developed by one of us (L. O.) with the
assistance of the pilot group, was provided to stimulate discussion:

Jo

Jo is a 15-year-old grade-10 girl, attending Wyfield [or Lockwood]
College. She is average at her schoolwork, and she is involved in
school tennis in summer and netball in winter. In the past, she was well
accepted, having a close group of friends and getting along well with
most of her peers. After a day off with illness, she returns to school to
find that things have changed.

She walks over to her usual group, but when she tries to talk to
any of them, their responses are abrupt and unfriendly. She tries to
catch the eye of her friend Brooke, but Brooke avoids her gaze.

In first lesson, she sits in her usual seat only to find that Brooke is
sitting with someone else. At recess time, she joins the group late but
just in time to overhear one of the girls bitching about her.

After reading the vignette, the girls were asked questions about what
was happening, why it happens, the effects of this kind of behavior, and
what can be done about it. Once the discussion h