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Examined therel ative and combined associationsamong rel ational and overt formsof
aggression and vi ctimization and adol escents’ concurrent depression symptoms, lone-
liness, self-esteem, and externalizing behavior. An ethnically diverse sample of 566
adolescents (55% girls) in Grades 9 to 12 participated. Resultsreplicated prior work
on relational aggression and victimization as distinct forms of peer behavior that are
uniquely associated with concurrent social—psychological adjustment. Victimization
wasassoci ated most closely with inter nalizing symptoms, and peer aggressionwasre-
lated to symptoms of disruptive behavior disorder. Findings also supported the hy-
pothesisthat victims of multiple forms of aggression are at greater risk for adjustment
difficulties than victims of one or no form of aggression. Social support from close
friends appeared to buffer the effects of victimization on adjustment.

Until recently, research on childhood aggression to-
ward peers focused almost exclusively on children’'s
physical or overt actsof aggressivebehavior, suchashit-
ting, pushing, or threatening to beat up apeer. Findings
from this work have indicated that overt aggression is
more prevalent for boys compared with girls, and this
form of aggression is a stable and potent predictor of
school-age children’s social—psychol ogical adjustment
(for reviews, see Coie, Dodge, & Kupersmidt, 1990;
Parker & Asher, 1987). Contributing substantially to
this prior work, recent research has provided compel-
ling evidencefor arelational form of aggressive behav-
ior. In contrast to overt aggression, which includes acts
meant to harm a peer physicaly, relational aggression
uses a child’s relationship with another teen, or their
friendship status, asaway of inflictingsocia harm(e.g.,
purposefully excluding a peer from social activities,
threatening towithdraw one' sfriendship, tellingrumors
or gossip; Crick, 1995, 1997; Gaen & Underwood,
1997). Recent findings indicate that relational aggres-
sionisas prevalent among girls as boys and appears to
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uniquely contribute to children’s concurrent and future
social—psychological maladjustment for both sexes
(Crick, 1996; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Galen & Under-
wood, 1997). Asnoted by Crick (1995), thiswork hasdi-
rected needed attention to the study of aggression in
girlsand to alternate forms of aggressive behavior that
are strongly associated with maladjustment.

In contrast to research on aggressive children, rela-
tively few studies have examined the victims of aggres-
sion, particularly victimsof rel ational aggression (Crick
& Grotpeter, 1996). However, extant work on peer vic-
timizationindicatesthat like peer aggressors, victimsof
peer aggression also experience significant levels of
psychological distress. For instance, studieson victims
of overt aggression have revealed that thisform of vic-
timization concurrently and prospectively predicts de-
pression, loneliness, and externalizing problems
(Boivin, Hymel, & Bukowski, 1995; Hodges, Boivin,
Vitaro, & Bukowski, 1999; Olweus, 1992; Vernberg,
1990). Thisisconsistent withtheory suggestingthat vic-
timized childreneither may interpret thesenegative peer
experiences as critical appraisals of the self leading to
internalized distress (e.g., depression, loneliness, low
self-worth) or may develop pejorative attitudes toward
their peers, subsequently leading to self-control prob-
lems, anger, and perhaps impulsive or oppositional be-
havior to retaliate against peers (Crick & Bigbee, 1998;
Crick, Grotpeter, & Rockhill, 1999). In the few studies
that examined social—psychological correlates of rela-
tional victimization, findingssuggested that thi sform of
victimization alsoisassociated with depression, loneli-
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ness, and self-restraint difficulties and appears to con-
tribute uniquely to school-age children’s distress even
after the effects of overt victimization (Crick &
Grotpeter, 1996) and overt and relational aggression
(Crick & Bigbee, 1998) are controlled.

To date, relational aggression and victimization
rarely have been studied among adol escents, although
theseideas seem particularly relevant during thisdevel -
opmental stage for several reasons. First, the increased
amount of time adolescents spend with their peers and
theincreased importance placed on peer support during
thisdevelopmental period suggest that relational forms
of aggression and victimization may be more salient
(Parker, Rubin, Price, & DeRosier, 1995). Cliques also
become more prominent features of adol escent peer re-
lationships, and these typically have more sharply
drawn boundaries than the | ess sel ective chumships of
middle childhood (Brown, 1989). These boundaries
may be drawn and maintained through relational ag-
gression, including ostracism, exclusion, or character
assassination. Second, with increases in physical
strength and access to weapons during adol escence,
overt physical aggression carries greater risk of serious
injury or legal sanctions (Cairns, Cairns, Neckerman,
Ferguson, & Gariépy, 1989). Relational aggression
may partially replace physical aggression as a safer
means of expressing disdain, displeasure, or anger.
Also, cognitive advances in adolescence, such as in-
creased capacity for planning and greater understand-
ing of sarcasm and innuendo, may alow the more
refined and hurtful use of relational aggression
(Creusere, 1999; Winner, 1988). Finally, self-disclo-
sure in friendships increases during adolescence, per-
haps increasing opportunities to use private, personal
information as aweapon when friendshipsfail (Parker
et a., 1995).

Therefore, aninitial goal of thisresearch wasto rep-
licateand extend prior work onrelational aggression by
examining whether this form of aggressive behavior
would emergeasadistinct construct from overt aggres-
sion for adolescents. Similarly, the delineation of two
formsof victimization—relational and overt—alsowas
examined. Asdemonstrated in prior work with elemen-
tary school age children, it was hypothesized that rela-
tional forms of aggression and victimization would be
revealed as distinct factors from overt aggression and
victimization. We further hypothesized that adoles-
cents would report higher frequencies of relational
compared with overt aggression and victimization, in-
dicating that this form of aggression isrelatively more
common in thisage group. Additionally, in accordance
with research on younger children, adolescent boys
wereexpected to report morefrequent experienceswith
overt forms of aggression and victimization; however,
relational aggression and victimization were expected
to bereported at comparable levels by adolescent boys
and girls (Crick & Grotpeter, 1996).
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To address these hypotheses, an existing measure
with established psychometric properties was adapted
to appropriately capture forms of overt and relational
aggression and victimization in adolescence (Vernberg,
Jacobs, & Hershberger, 1999). Consistent with past re-
search on peer victimization, a self-report assessment
wasused inthisstudy. Asnotedin prior work also using
this approach (e.g., Boulton & Underwood, 1992;
Crick & Grotpeter, 1996), the use of self-report allowed
us to examine whether adol escents could perceive two
distinct forms of peer aggression and victimization and
also allowed adol escentsto report victimization experi-
encesthat may occur outside of the school setting or co-
vertly in school and therefore may not befully reported
by other informants (Crick & Bigbee, 1998). Thislatter
point was particularly important given the more subtle
or covert forms of peer aggression and victimization
likely exhibited by adolescents compared with younger
children. Recent research has revealed no evidence of
bias for self- versus peer-reported frequencies of overt
or relationa victimization among distressed children
and good support for the correspondence between self-
reported victimization and the identification of victims
by external reporters (Crick & Bigbee).

A second and main goal of this research was to ex-
aminethe unique contributions of relational aggression
and victimization in predicting adolescents' concurrent
socia—psychological adjustment. Two sets of hypothe-
seswere proposed. First, we anticipated that relational
aggression would be uniquely associated with concur-
rent adolescent depression symptoms, loneliness, self-
esteem, and externalizing behavior after we controlled
for overt aggression. Similarly, relational victimization
would be significantly associated with these areas of
socia—psychological adjustment after we controlled
for overt victimization, thus supporting theimportance
of relational forms of aggression and victimization in
adolescence. A second hypothesis, rarely examined in
prior work, was the relative contribution of aggression
and victimization given that each has been linked with
similar deleterious consequences. We hypothesized
that when forms of aggression and victimization were
considered together, aggressive behavior, particularly
adolescents' overt aggression, would be associated
most closely with concurrent externalizing difficulties
(i.e., symptoms of oppositional defiant disorder or con-
duct disorder), whereas indicators of internalizing dis-
tress (i.e., depression, loneliness, and global self-
worth) would be linked most closely to both forms of
peer victimization and relational forms of peer aggres-
sion. We further predicted gender differences in these
associations. Specifically, we hypothesized that for
girls, bothrelational and overt aggression toward others
would be associated with concurrent adjustment diffi-
culties, whereas only overt aggression toward others
would be related to adjustment difficulties for boys, as
has been demonstrated in past work (Crick &
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Grotpeter, 1995). For victimization, it was hypothe-
sized that both relational and overt forms of victimiza-
tion would contribute to social—psychological
adjustment for both boys and girls (Crick & Grotpeter,
1996). Such afinding would extend prior work on rela-
tional aggression and girls' adjustment in younger chil-
dren (e.g., Crick & Bigbee, 1998) and would extend
findingsfor victimization by examining the adjustment
of adolescents who are relationally victimized.

A third goal of thisinvestigation wasto examinethe
co-occurrenceof multipleformsof aggression or multi-
ple forms of victimization. In other words, are adoles-
cents who are overtly and relationally aggressive
toward peers at more serious risk compared with ado-
lescents who use only one form of aggression? Simi-
larly, are adolescents who are victimized by peers both
relationally and overtly more psychologically malad-
justed than those victimized through one form of ag-
gression alone? We examined these intuitive but rarely
examined hypotheses in this investigation, as well as
gender differencesin these relationships.

A fourth goal wasto examine closefriend social sup-
port asapotential buffer from the negative psychol ogical
consequencesof peer victimization (Hodgeset al ., 1999;
Vernberg, 1990). Thisisconsistent with theory regarding
theimportance of close interpersonal relationshipswith
peers as a crucia factor for adolescents psychological
development (e.g., Hartup, 1996; Sullivan, 1953) and a
factor that can reducethe negative effects of stressful ex-
periences, such as peer victimization (Cohen & Willis,
1985). Vernberg (1990) found that early adol escentswith
aclosefriend were ableto maintain an adequate sense of
socia acceptance despite overt victimization, whereas
victimization predicted declines in perceived social ac-
ceptance over timefor isolated adolescents. More recent
work with school-age children hasrevealed asignificant
association between overt peer victimization and
externalizing behavior only among friendless children
(Hodges et al., 1999). This effect was attenuated by the
presence of a close friend, presumably due to the in-
creased emotional support available to victimized chil-
dren who have aclose friend (Hodges et a.). This study
morespecifically investigatesthishypothesisby examin-
ing closefriend social support asapotential buffer inthe
context of relational victimization; this has not been ex-
amined previoudly for adolescents.

Method
Participants

Participants included 566 adolescents (253 boys,
44.7%; 313 girls, 55.3%) in Grades 9 (27.2%), 10
(25.4%), 11 (23.8%), and 12 (23.4%) from a high
school inasmall city in southern New England. Ado-
lescents came from ethnically diverse backgrounds

(21.8% Caucasian, 60.3% Hispanic, 10.6% African
American, 7.3% other or mixed ethnicity) within acity
of fairly homogeneous socioeconomic status (median
family income = $33,679; Census of Population and
Housing, 1990). According to school records, approxi-
mately 54% of students were eligible for free or re-
duced lunch; approximately 21% of students parents
did not finish high school, and 16% of parents gradu-
ated from college.

Procedures

Data were collected as part of this school district’'s
health screening curriculum to serve asabaselinefor a
school district intervention program. All datawere col-
lected anonymously; no identifying information was
obtained with the exception of adolescents’ sex, grade,
and ethnicity. Parents of all schoolchildren (n = 706)
were notified of the school data collection 3 weeks be-
fore the administration of questionnaires so that they
could decline their adolescents participation, if de-
sired. Lessthan 1% of parents (n=5) declined their ad-
olescents' participation. Additionally, adolescents
were assured of the confidentiality of their responses
and of their voluntary participation (96% of adoles-
cents agreed to participate; n = 26 refusals). With these
few exceptions, al students present on the 4 days of
testing (n = 32 absent) completed the packet of ques-
tionnaires(n=643; 91.1% of total school popul ation).

Measures were completed through group adminis-
tration with an adult-to-adolescent ratio between 1:5
and 1:10, and all adolescentswere ableto completethe
packet of questionnaires in the alotted time (approxi-
mately 1 hr). Neverthel ess, we were cautious about the
validity of these data, and each protocol was checked
thoroughly and discarded for inconsistencies or miss-
ing responses. Data were excluded for 12% of partici-
pants (n = 77) who were missing data on one of the
primary measures in this study; these participants re-
sponseson rel ated measuresdid not indicate any signif-
icant differencesfromthefull sample. A final sampleof
566 adolescents with complete data was included in
subsequent analyses.

M easures

Overt and relational aggresson/victimization. A
revised version of the Peer Experiences Questionnaire
(Vernberg et al., 1999) was used in this study to assess
adolescents' aggression and victimization. Five items
were revised, created, or added from prior instruments
(Lopez, 1998) to reflect developmentally appropriate
formsof relational aggression andvictimizationin ado-
lescents. The final questionnaire included nine items,
each presented in two versions. For the aggressor ver-
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sion of each item, adolescents were asked to indicate
how often (1 = never, 2=onceor twice, 3=afewtimes,
4 = about once a week, 5 = a few times a week) they en-
gaged in each behavior toward another teen (e.g., “I
chased a teen like | was really trying to hurt him or
her”). Thevictim version of each item asked how often
each behavior had been directed toward the informant
(e.g., “A teen chased melike he or shewasreally trying
tohurt me”). Theorder of presentation of thevictimand
aggressor versions was counterbalanced.

Psychometric support for this measure, including a
stable factor structure and adequate internal consis-
tency, is presented subsequently. The initial version of
the Peer Experiences Questionnaire has demonstrated
goodvalidity inrelated studieswith childrenand adol es-
cents. Significant correlations between self-reported
victimization and parent-reported victimization (rs be-
tween .36 and .39, p < .001) have been observed in two
separate samples (Champion, 1997; Vernberg, Fonagy,
& Twemlow, 2000). This level of parent—adolescent
agreement is comparable to that typically found in this
agerange(Achenbach, McConaughy, & Howell, 1987).
In addition, self-reported aggression and victimization
on the Peer Experiences Questionnaire was signifi-
cantly correlated with peer reports of the same con-
structs (rs between .34 and .40, p < .001). Test—retest
reliability over a 6-month interval has ranged between
.48 and .52.

Depression symptoms.  The Center for Epidemi-
ological Studies-Depression (CES-D) isawidely used
20-item measure for the assessment of depression
symptomsin both normative and clinical samplesof ad-
olescents (Hogue & Steinberg, 1995; Roberts, An-
drews, Lewinsohn, & Hops, 1990). Adolescents
respond to items by using a 4-point Likert-type scale
ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (most of thetime) toindicate
how often they have experienced each depressive
symptom. A mean acrossall items, with appropriatere-
verse coding, was computed to produce atotal score of
depressive symptoms. Good psychometric data exist
for use of the CES-D with adolescents, including high
internal consistency (>.87) and astable factor structure
when readministered 1 month later (Roberts et al.,
1990). Cronbach’s alphain our sample was .92.

Loneliness. TheUCLA LonelinessScale(Russell,
Peplau, & Cutrona, 1980) is a reliable, 20-item instru-
ment widely used to assess|onelinessinadol escence. Re-
sponses are on a 4-point Likert-type scale, with some
items positively worded and reverse coded, and a mean
score across al itemsis computed. Internal consistency
(a = .94), test—retest reliability, and concurrent and
discriminant validity support wereprovided by Russell et
al. (1980). Thismeasuredemonstrated goodinternal con-
sistency in our sample aswell (a = .86).
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Self-esteem. Harter's (1988) Self-Perception
Profile for Adolescents (SPPA) assesses adolescents
self-perceptionsin six domains (e.g., romantic appeal,
friendship competence, etc.). In this study, the Global
Self-Worth subscal e wasincluded asameasure of self-
esteem. This subscale contains six items; each itemis
coded with ascore of 1 through 4, and amean acrossall
Six items was computed with higher scores reflecting
greater self-esteem. Harter (1988) reported good inter-
nal consistency for the SPPA (Cronbach’sa =.74—.93),
aswell as considerable support for the validity of these
subscales. In our sample, this subscale also demon-
strated good internal consistency (o = .81).

Externalizing symptoms.  The Diagnostic Inter-
view Schedule for Children (DISC) Predictive Scales
(DPS; Lucas et al., 1999) are statistically derived
checklist versions of the National Institute of Mental
Health (NIMH)-DISC semistructured diagnosticinter-
view (Shaffer et al., 1996). Each screener scale of the
DPS includes 3 to 10 items from the original NIMH—
DISC that have demonstrated the highest item—total
correlation with the full NIMH-DISC administration
and maximized sensitivity and specificity using re-
ceiver operating characteristic curves. The DPS was
derived from a nationwide sample of more than 1,200
children and adolescents and was cross-validated on
two additional samples. In this study, DPS questions
from the Oppositional Defiant Disorder and Conduct
Disorder modules (16 questions total, each using a 3-
point scale) were combined to form a composite mean
score of externalizing behavior. Internal consistency
(a) in this sample for these items was .88.

Closefriend social support. The Close Friend
subscale of the Social Support Scale for Children and
Adolescents (Harter, 1989) was used to assess adoles-
cent perceptions of social support from close friends
(six items). Each question is scored on a4-point scale,
and ameaniscomputed acrossall six items, with higher
scores reflecting greater perceived support. Harter
(1989) provided extensive datato support thereliability
and validity of thisinstrument. Internal consistency in
this sample was .83.

Results

Factor Analyses of the Revised Peer
Experiences Questionnaire (RPEQ)

A principal components factor analysis using
varimax rotation was conducted for the nine items of
the RPEQ. Separate factor analyseswere conducted for
thevictim and aggressor versions of thisquestionnaire,
which provided an opportunity to examine the stability
of this factor structure for peer victimization and peer
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aggression. As indicated in Table 1, this anaysis
yielded atwo-factor solution (eigenvalues> 1) for both
versions, with expected items loading onto factors of
overt and relational forms of aggression or victimiza-
tion and no significant cross-loadings. These factor
analyses were repeated for each sex; there were no
meaningful differencesin the factor structure on either
version of this measure. Subscales were computed as
means of the items that loaded onto each factor, yield-
ing four subscales: Overt Aggression (four items,
Cronbach’sa =.80), Relational Aggression (fiveitems,
a =.77), Overt Victimization (four items, o =.79), and
Relational Victimization (fiveitems, o =.76). Signifi-
cant correlationswere reveal ed between overt and rela-
tional aggression (r = .52, p < 001) and between overt
and relational victimization (r =.51, p<001), replicat-
ing prior work (Crick & Grotpeter, 1996).

Frequencies of Overt and Relational
Aggression and Victimization—Overall
and Gender Differences

To examine the hypotheses that relational forms of
aggression and victimization would be more preval ent
than overt aggression and victimization for adoles-
cents, and that boyswould report greater level sof overt
aggression and victimization than girls, a repeated
measures factorial multivariate analysis of variance
(MANOVA) was conducted. Within-subjects factors
included two forms of aggression (i.e., relational and
overt) and two forms of victimization, and sex wasin-
cluded asabetween-subject factor, thusproducing a2 x
2 x 2 design. Significant main effectsfor relational ver-
susovert aggression, Wilks'sA (1, 564) = 4.26, p < .05,

relational versusovert victimization, Wilks'sA (1, 564)
=93.63, p<.001, and all two-way interactionswith sex,
Wilks'sA (1, 564) 4.46-24.14, &l p < .05, were quali-
fied by a significant three-way interaction, Wilks's A
(1,564) =8.18, p<.01. Insum, significant findings re-
vealed that boys reported significantly higher levels of
overt aggression and overt victimization than did girls;
however, boys and girls reported comparable levels of
relational aggression and relational victimization (see
Table 2 for means). In addition, for both boysand girls,
relational forms of victimization were reported with
greater frequency than overt forms of victimization.
Boys reported the use of overt and relational forms of
aggression at acomparablefrequency, whereasgirlsre-
ported the use of relational aggression significantly
more than overt forms of aggression. Yet, the absolute
magnitude of these statistically significant differences
was relatively small (n? = .07—.14), suggesting that
these gender differences may not be substantial.

Because this was an ethnically diverse sample, eth-
nic differencesinthefrequenciesof overt andrelational
aggression and victimization also were examined.
MANOVA and regression analyses revealed no signifi-
cant multivariate or univariate differencesfor any of the
four subscales by ethnicity, and no significant sex by
ethnicity interactions were reveal ed.

Unique Associations Among Relational
Aggression and Victimization and Adolescents
Sacial-Psychological Adjustment

Hierarchical linear regressions were conducted to
examine whether relational aggression added signifi-
cant explained variance in adolescents’ concurrent de-

Table 1. Factor Analyses of the Revised Peer Experiences Questionnaire—\Victim and Aggressor \Versions

Victim Version Aggressor Version

Subscale and |tema Factor | Factor |1 Factor | Factor 11
% Variance explained 28.60 28.39 29.37 28.32
Overt
A teen hit, kicked, or pushed me in a mean way. .79 (.19) .85 (.12)
A teen threatened to hurt or beat me up. a7 (:25) .78 (-20)
A teen chased me like he or she was really trying to hurt me. .75 (.21 77 (.21)
A teen grabbed, held, or touched meinaway | didn't like. .73 (.14) .65 (.25)
Relational
A teen left me out of what he or she was doing. (-20) .80 (:22) 74
A teen left me out of an activity or conversation that | really (.16) .75 (-29) .67
wanted to be included in.
A teen did not invite me to a party or other social event even (.22) .73 (.12 72
though he or she knew that | wanted to go.
A teen | wanted to be with would not sit near me at lunch or (.15) .65 (.09) a7
in class.
A teen gave methe silent treatment (did not talk to me on (.36) A7 (.38) 54
purpose).

Note: Factor loadings greater than .40 are shown.

a\ording for thevictim versionislisted in thistable. For the aggressor version, pronounswerereversed (e.g., “| hit, kicked, or pushed another teen

inamean way,” “| threatened to hurt or beat up another teen,” etc.).
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Table 2. Means, Sandard Deviations, and Observed Ranges for Primary Variables

Boys Girls Total
M SD M SD M SD Range
Overt aggression 1.63 .78 1.27 .52 143 .67 1.00-5.00
Relational aggression 164 172 157 .57 1.60 .64 1.00-5.00
Overt victimization 143 .62 1.29 49 1.35 .55 1.00-5.00
Relational victimization 1.60 .67 1.56 .56 1.58 61 1.00-5.00
Depression 174 A7 1.89 .56 1.83 52 1.00-3.70
Loneliness 1.87 46 1.80 A7 1.83 46 1.00-3.60
Self-esteem 3.07 .70 3.03 .78 3.05 74 1.004.00
Externalizing symptoms 1.60 A4 1.46 .39 153 42 1.00-3.00
Close friend social support 3.22 .62 343 .66 3.34 .65 1.004.00

pression symptoms, loneliness, self-esteem, and
externalizing behavior above and beyond the contribu-
tion of overt aggression. Similarly, we examined the
role of relational victimization after controlling for
overt victimization. For both sets of analyses, overt
forms of aggression (or victimization) were entered on
an initial step, followed by relational aggression (or
victimization) on a second step to reveal incremental
explained variance. R2 and r2A arelisted in Table 3 for
each dependent measure of social—psychological ad-
justment, analyzed separately for boys and girls (fol-
lowing Crick & Bighee, 1998). A conservative
experiment-wise Bonferonni correction (.05/24 regres-
sion analyses) of p <.002 was applied.

Asshownin Table 3, relationa aggression explained a
dgnificant portion of variance associated with
externalizing symptoms for girls, after we controlled for
overt aggression. Thisfinding waseven more pronounced
when we examined the unique contribution of relational
forms of victimization after controlling for overt victim-
ization. For boys, relationa victimization added signifi-
cantly to the prediction of al three areas of internalizing
adjustment, most notably for boys concurrent self-es-
teem, for which relationa victimization explained nearly
as much unique variance as overt aggression. Consistent
withprior work, relational victimization appeared to bees-
pecialy associated with girls' concurrent adjustment. For
dl outcomes measures, with the exception of girls
externalizing behavior, relationd victimization explained
asignificant portion of uniquevariance, after wecontrolled
for overt victimization. Indeed, compared with overt vic-
timization, relational victimization explained more than
twice as much variahility in girls concurrent longliness
and self-esteem (see Table 3).

Relative Contributions of Overt and
Relational Aggression and
Victimization to Adolescents Social—
Psychological Adjustment

By examining the relative contribution of both overt
and relational forms of aggression and victimizationin
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multiple regressions, it was possible to determine
which of these variables was most strongly associated
with each domain of social—psychological adjustment
after we controlled for their shared variability. These
results are summarized in Table 4, which lists the
semipartial correlation coefficients and the standard-
ized regression coefficients (3) for all four subscal es of
the RPEQ when entered together as ablock in one step
of the multiple regression. By squaring and summing
thesemi-partial correlationsfor each of thefour predic-
tors, it was also possible to calculate the shared vari-
ability among predictors that was associated with each
measure of social—psychological adjustment and the
unique variance that was added by each predictor be-
yond the shared variability. Asshowninthetable, sepa-
rate regressions were conducted for each outcome
variable (i.e., depression, self-esteem, loneliness, and
externalizing behavior). Initially, regression equations
included interaction termsto test for sex differencesin
these associations, which werefollowed by regressions
conducted separately by sex. Because many of thesein-
teractions were significant, only these latter results are
presented in Table 3, and significant sex interactions
are noted subsequently.

Several consistent findings across sex were re-
vealed. First, themodel saccounted for asizable portion
of the variance in each measure of socia—psychologi-
cal adjustment. Asablock, theforms of aggression and
victimization accounted for 9% to 23% of the variance
in boys' social—psychological adjustment and 3% to
17%ingirls adjustment. I n addition to thisshared vari-
ability among the predictors, several significant associ-
ations for each individual predictor emerged,
explaining additional variability in adolescent adjust-
ment. Indeed, the combination of unique and shared
variability (i.e., total R2; see Table 4) accounted for
11% to 34% of the variance in adolescent adjustment,
which increased to 14% to 42% explained variance af -
ter we controlled for unreliability by using LISREL .1

1LISREL allowstheresearcher to examine path associationswhile
controlling for error variance in predictor and outcome variables.



OVERT AND RELATIONAL AGGRESSION

Table 3. Unique Contribution of Relational Aggression and Victimization to the Prediction of Concurrent Social—Psychological

Adjustment
Aggression Victimization
Step 1: R2for Overt  Step 2: r2A for Relational Step 1: R2for Overt  Step 2: r2A for Relational
Boys
Depression symptoms .07* .02 .28* .04*
Loneliness .01 .03 13* .06*
Self-esteem .04 .01 .07* .06*
Externalizing symptoms 19* .01 10* .02
Girls
Depression symptoms .06* .01 .08* .09*
Loneliness .00 .00 .05* 2%
Self-esteem .01 .00 .03 .08*
Externalizing symptoms 27* .03* .09* .00
*p<.001L

Table 4. Relative Contributions of Overt and Relational Aggression and Victimization to the Prediction of Concurrent Social—

Psychological Adjustment

Overt Relational Overt Relational Total Shared
Aggression Aggression Victimization Victimization Total R2 Variance

Boys

Depression symptoms .03 (.04) .09 (.12) .27 (.35)* .18 (.23) .34* .23

Loneliness —-09 (-11) 11(.14) 14 (.18) .22 (.29)* .20* A1

Self-esteem —03 (-04) —.07 (-08) —.04 (-.06) —21(-28) 14* .09

Externalizing symptoms .25 (.32)* .08 (.09) 13 (.17) .07 (.09) .25* .16
Girls

Depression symptoms 11 (.14) .02 (.02) .09 (.10) .26 (.29)* A7 .08

Loneliness —-.01(-02) —09 (—10) .08 (.09) .35(.40)* .18* .04

Self-esteem —-05(-07) .02 (.02) —-02 (-03) —27 (=31)* A1 .03

Externalizing symptoms .32 (.39)* 17 (.20)* .08 (.10) .00 (.00) 31* A7

Note: Numbers are semi-partial correlations (and betas).
*p<.00L

Of the predictors that accounted for unique variahility,
relational victimization was the most consistent con-
tributor of unique variance to the prediction of boys
and girls' concurrent loneliness and low self-esteem,
after we partialled out the shared variability among the
other predictors (i.e.,, overt forms of victimization,
overt aggression, and relational aggression). The find-
ingsalso revealed that for both boysand girls, overt ag-
gression was uniquely associated with externalizing
behavior.

Significant gender interactionswerea sorevealed (p
<.05), suggesting that aggression and victimization are
differentially related to adjustment for boys and girls.
First, relational aggression toward peerswasassociated
with externalizing behavior for girls but not for boys.
Second, overt victimization was associated with de-
pression symptoms for boys but not for girls.

With error variance accounted for, LISREL can derive more accurate
path coefficients and estimates of explained variance between con-
structs by eliminating extraneous error variance in each variable.

Sacial-Psychological Adjustment of
Adolescents Who Are Victims of
Relational and Overt Aggression

To examine the social—psychological adjustment of
adolescentswho arevictimsof bothrelational and overt
aggression, and to test the effect of sex, factoria
MANOVAs were conducted. Although this analytic
strategy required the dichotomization of continuous
variables, thereby reducing variability, the use of
MANOVAs did allow for powerful testing of the roles
of aggression, victimization, and sex in one analysis.
Replicating aprocedure used in prior work (e.g., Crick
& Bighee, 1998), groups of relational aggressors and
victims were created for adolescents with frequencies
of relationa victimization or overt victimization one
standard deviation above the mean. Thisidentified four
distinct groups of adolescents: relational victims only
(boys, n=22; girls, n=31), overt victimsonly (boys, n
= 23; girls, n = 21), both relational and overt victims
(boys, n = 23; girls, n = 13), and neither relational nor
overt victims(boys, n=185; girls, n = 248). Chi-sguare
analysesrevealed amarginally significant differencein
the sex distribution across these four victimization
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groups, X2(3) = 7.29, p = .06, suggesting that boyswere
more likely than girls to be both relational and overt
victims.

A 2 (sex) x 4 (victimization group) MANOVA con-
ducted on the set of four dependent variables of social—
psychological adjustment revealed a significant
multivariate main effect for victimization group,
Wilks's L (12, 1366) = 10.20, p < .0001, and for sex,
Wilks's A (4, 516) = 4.99, p < .0001, but no significant
interaction effect, Wilks's A\ (12, 1366) = .52, ns (see
Table5 for means). Overall, the results consistently re-
vealed that adolescents who were both relational and
overt victims had higher levels of depression,
externalizing behavior, and loneliness compared with
adolescents victimized either relationally or overtly
only, followed by adolescentswho were not victimized
(see Table 5).

Sacial-Psychological Adjustment of
Adolescents Who Are Relational and
Overt Aggressors

We identified four groups of aggressors (i.e., rela
tional aggressor only, overt aggressor only, both rela-
tional and overt aggressor, and neither relational nor
overt aggressors) by using the strategy described previ-
ougly. Chi-sguare analysesreveal ed that boysweresig-
nificantly more likely than girls to be overt aggressors
only or both overt and relationa aggressors, x2(3) =
22.11, p<.0001 (see Table 6). A 2 (Sex) x 4 (Aggres-
sion Group) MANOVA was conducted to examine
whether adolescents who were both relationally and
overtly aggressive experienced more socia—psycho-
logical maladjustment than teenswho used only one or
noform of aggression. Significant multivariate main ef-
fectsfor sex, Wilks's A (4, 516) = 7.80, p < .0001, and
aggression group, Wilks's A(12, 1366) = 10.20, p <
.0001, werequalified by asignificant interaction effect,
Wilks'sA(12, 1366) = 2.40, p<.01. Thisinteraction ef-
fect was significant at a univariate level for adolescent
depression, F(3, 519) = 3.11, p < .05; loneliness, F(3,
519) = 4.36, p < .01; and externalizing behavior, F(3,
519) = 2.75, p < .05. As shown in Table 6, adolescents

who were overt aggressors only or both overt and rela-
tional aggressors had significantly higher levels of
externalizing behavior than other adolescents. Addi-
tionally, within the group of adolescents who were
overt aggressorsonly, girlshad significantly greater de-
pression and lower self-esteem than boys. For adoles-
cents who were relational aggressors only and both
relational and overt aggressors, boys had significantly
greater loneliness than girls.

Buffering Effect of Close Friend Social
Support for Peer Victimization and
Adolescents' Social-Psychological
Adjustment

Thefinal goal of thisstudy wasto examine abuffer-
ing effect of social support fromaclosefriendinthere-
lation between peer victimization and social—
psychological adjustment. Because close friend social
support was a negatively skewed variable (see Table 2
for means and standard deviations), adummy variable
was computed for adolescents' close friend socia sup-
port to divide those with scores <1 SD below the mean
(0) and =1 SD abovethemean (1), thusidentifying ado-
lescents with or without substantial close friendship
support. By using thissubset of the original sample (n=
299), we conducted a hierarchical multiple regression
including overt and relational forms of victimization
and the dummy-coded close friend support variable on
aninitial step, and two interaction terms (Overt Victim-
ization x Close Friend Support; Relational Victimiza-
tion x Close Friend Support) on a second step. The
interaction terms added significantly to the regression
model predicting externalizing behavior (r2A =.02, p<
.05), and a significant interaction between close friend
support and relational victimizationwasrevealed (B=—
49, p < .01) for this model. Correlation coefficients
were computed to explore the nature of thisinteraction
effect, and these results revealed that for adolescents
with low close friend social support, relational victim-
ization was significantly associated with externalizing
behavior (r =.39, p<.001). In contrast, for adolescents
with highlevelsof closefriend social support, therewas

Table 5. Means and Standard Deviations of Social-Psychological Adjustment for Adolescents Who Are Relationally and/or

Overtly Victimized

Neither Relational Both Relational and

nor Overt Relational Only Overt Only Overt

M sD M SD M SD M SD
Depression 1.73 482 2.00 .48b 2.06 .53b 2.39 .63¢
Self-esteem 3.16 702 271 .82b 2.82 .73b 251 .71b
Loneliness 173 42a 2.05 .45b 2.05 .4ghc 2.30 A4rc
Externalizing 1.47 392 154 413b 1.69 470 1.94 .40c

Note: Row means with different superscripts are significantly different (Tukey honestly significant difference, p <.05).

486



OVERT AND RELATIONAL AGGRESSION

*dnoJb uossalbfe uiyIm saouase Y Ip Japuah JUed iUl s Wesaidal plog Ul suea N ‘s Ip Apuediiiubis ale sidosedns Waie P YlIM Suesl MOJ ‘Xas UIYIIAN S10N

qes’ 0e2 qTs’ 86T ©GE’ 65T eee’ orT qTv’ €0°¢C qog’ 8T e8e 99T ezy 15T Buizieuerg
€ 99T €9’ ore €5 18T o 8T Qo5 £T'e qer’ 18T @SE 91T evy’ 18T SSeuljpuOT
G6° 192 15 092 2L 60T 8L s0e 89° 192 19° S0 s S A4 89’ vT'e Weese-4les
qeSt’ 122 oY’ 19T evs’ €6'T ers v8'T alS 60T Qe /8T ®lS  T6T ery /97T uosssaide@
as N as N as N as N as N as N as W as N
(6 = u) 1BAQ pUe (TT = u) AluQ 1BAO (tz =u) Aluo (€lz=uw1en0  (Tz=u)1eropue (82 =u)AjuQ 1810 (91 = u) Aluo (88T = u) 1BAO
feuoireRy ylog feuoiepy Jou feuoirepy feuoirepy ylog feuolepy Jou [euoirepy

BYIBN

BUIEN

SHID

sfog

BA1SS.66Y A1eAQ Jo/pue A|feuo e ey 8.y OUM SIUS0S3|0pY 1o} Juswiisnpy [ea160|0yoAs4—[e100S Jo suofreinaq prepuels pue suesiy ‘9 d|gqe L

487



PRINSTEIN, BOERGERS, VERNBERG

no significant relation between relational victimization
and externalizing behavior (r =.12, ns), thussupporting
abuffering hypothesis for the effect of close friend so-
cial support. Separate analyses conducted by sex re-
vealed no meaningful differences in this interaction
effect.

Discussion

This study is among the first to examine relational
and overt forms of aggression in adolescents and to
study associations between both aggression and vic-
timization in predicting adolescents concurrent so-
cial-psychological adjustment. Resultsfrom this study
offer an important extension to the growing literature
onovert and relational forms of aggression and victim-
ization and provide preliminary evidence to support
several new hypothesesregarding relational aggression
and victimization as important contributors to adoles-
cent socia—psychological adjustment.

Severa findings from previous work on relational
aggression and victimization in elementary school-age
children were replicated in this study on adolescents.
First, as with younger children, adolescents were suc-
cessfully able to discriminate between relational and
overt formsof aggression aswell asrelational and overt
forms of victimization. Moreover, the correlations be-
tween these forms of aggression and of victimization
suggested that these are distinct constructs (Crick &
Bighee, 1998; Crick, Casas, & Ku, 1999) and may be
important to assess for adolescents.

Also as demonstrated in prior work, overt forms of
aggression and victimization appeared to be more prev-
alent among boys compared with girls, whereas rela-
tional forms were reported with comparable
frequencies across sexes. This is consistent with the
gender patterns of aggression and victimization re-
ported in several prior studies in middle childhood
(e.g., Crick & Grotpeter, 1996). However, examination
of effect sizes in this study suggested that the actual
gender differencesin the frequency of overt aggression
and overt victimization were not substantial. This is
likely due to the overall low frequencies of overt ag-
gression reported by adolescentsin this sample, which
has been observed previously during adolescence com-
pared with middle childhood (Cairns et al., 1989).

Prior work also has suggested that relational aggres-
sion and victimization contribute uniquely to the pre-
diction of concurrent and future socia—psychological
difficulties, particularly for girls (Crick & Bighbee,
1998). The results from this study partially replicated
these results for adolescents. Despiterelatively low re-
ported levels of adolescent aggression and victimiza-
tion, the results revealed that these social experiences
were important contributors to understanding adoles-
cent adjustment, with significant findings indicating
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that relational aggression explained a significant pro-
portion of variance in girls externalizing behavior.
More notably, however, relational victimization ex-
plained variability in socialpsychological adjustment
after we controlled for associations with overt victim-
ization and the shared variability between overt and re-
lational forms of victimization. As indicated in prior
research, therole of relational victimization, compared
with overt victimization, was substantial in relation to
girls internalizing outcomes (i.e., depression, loneli-
ness, self-esteem).

In additionto thisimportant extension of past results
on children’srelational aggression and victimizationto
adiversegroup of adolescents, amain goal of thisstudy
was to examine the relative associations among rela-
tional and overt forms of aggression and victimization
with concurrent psychological adjustment, which was
particularly important given that both aggression and
victimization have been linked with similar adjustment
outcomes. I nanalyses conducted to examinetheserela-
tive contributions, findings consistently revealed that
after controlling for the shared variability among these
constructs, adolescents' aggression toward their peers
was associated with greater externalizing symptoms.
However, this overall effect was qualified by poten-
tially important gender differences. For example, al-
though girls' reports of their own relational aggression
toward peers explained additional variance in
externalizing symptoms, this was not found for boys.
Externalizing symptoms measured here were drawn
from diagnostic criteriafor oppositional defiant disor-
der (ODD) and conduct disorder (CD), and these find-
ings suggest that perpetrating relational aggression
toward peers(e.g., telling rumors, excluding peersfrom
activities), along with overt aggression, is a notable
concomitant of these disruptive behavior disorders for
adolescent girls but not for boys. Inquiry regarding an
adolescent’suseof relational aggression may beimpor-
tant in clinical assessments of girls who present with
overt aggression and other disruptive behaviors and
also may be acritical focus of interventions.

In contrast to the findings on externalizing behavior
and forms of peer aggression, the findings indicated
that adolescents who were the targets of peers’ aggres-
sion, particularly through relational victimization, also
reported higher levels of internalizing symptoms com-
pared with other teens. Thiswastrue for both boys and
girls after we controlled for variance shared by other
RPEQ subscales. This supportsthe view that relational
victimization is troubling to many adol escents regard-
less of sex and isafeature associated with higher levels
of depression symptoms, higher levels of loneliness,
and lower global self-worth. For boys, but not for girls,
overt victimization al so was associated with depression
symptoms, which is consistent with past work on boys'
overt victimization. Thus, the results supported the
general ideathat relational victimization may contrib-
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uteto adolescents’ subjectivedistress, and overt victim-
ization, which is reported with higher frequency for
boys, also contributesto boys' adjustment.

These concurrent associations also allow for at least
two alternate interpretations. First, rather than the uni-
directional prediction of adjustment difficulties from
aggression and victimization, these factors may mutu-
ally contributeto one another. Thistransactional model
suggeststhat victimization indeed may predict concur-
rent and prospective psychological adjustment (Crick,
1996; Vernberg, 1990) but al so that adol escents experi-
encing adjustment difficulties may be more vulnerable
to subsequent victimization by peers (Crick & Bigbee,
1998; Parker at al., 1995; Vernberg, 1990). Similarly,
peer aggression may be exacerbated by adjustment dif-
ficulties and contribute to future maladjustment. Sec-
ond, it is possible that adolescents with social—
psychological adjustment difficultiesare morelikely to
perceive peers’ behavior as aggressive and thus report
higher levels of victimization (Lochman & Dodge,
1994; Quiggle, Garber, Panak, & Dodge, 1992). This
social—information processing perspective also sug-
gests a transactional model, given that prior negative
peer experiences may have contributed to the devel op-
ment of this cognitive bias (Crick, Grotpeter, &
Rockhill, 1999), which subsequently potentiatesfuture
negative peer experiences. Overall, these findings are
consistent with each of these models of peer aggres-
sion, peer victimization, and adjustment.

It was also of interest to examine whether adoles-
cents who exhibited co-occurring relational and overt
forms of aggression or reported both relational and
overt forms of victimization experienced more adjust-
ment difficultiesthan the perpetrators or victims of one
form of aggression aone, because this question rarely
has been examined and never before has been investi-
gated for adolescents. Indeed, the findings consistently
indicated that the most severely maladjusted adoles-
cents were best identified by assessing both relational
and overt forms of aggression and victimization. Ado-
lescentswho were victimized by peersthrough both re-
lational and overt aggression had higher levels of
depression, loneliness, and externalizing behavior
compared with adolescents who were victims of either
relational or overt aggression alone. It would be inter-
esting to assess the sources of victimization, to better
understand whether these adol escents who are victim-
ized through both overt and relational meansarein fact
targeted by multiple groups of aggressors who use dif-
ferent strategies of victimization or by one set of peers
with multiple forms of aggression in their arsenal. The
results from this study suggested that some teens who
are aggressive use both relational and overt means and
are significantly more likely to be boys.

Among aggressive adol escents, teenswho used gen-
der non-normative forms of aggression appeared to be
at somewhat heightened risk for maladjustment (Crick,

1997). For instance, overt aggression is often closely
associated with boys and may be considered atypical
when exhibited by girls. Consistent with thisidea, and
with prior results on younger children (Crick, 1997),
overtly aggressive girlsin this sample accordingly had
lower self-esteem and more depressive symptoms than
overtly aggressive boys. Similarly, boyswho used rela-
tively high levels of relational aggression (a character-
istic typically associated with girls), either exclusively
or in conjunction with overt aggression, had higher lev-
els of loneliness than relationally aggressive girls. In
sum, teachers and clinicians may be guided by two as-
pects of these findings. First, assessment of aggressive
adolescents should include an examination of bothrela-
tional and overt formsof aggression; and second, teens
use of aggression that is stereotypically gender
nonnormative may be a good marker of internalized
distress.

Thefinal goal of thisinvestigation wasdirected spe-
cifically toward intervention efforts by examining the
buffering role of closefriendship support in the context
of relational victimization. We hypothesized that social
support within the context of a close friendship may be
an active mechanism responsible for the finding that
friendless, victimized children are morelikely to expe-
rience distress than victimized children who have a
closefriend. In support of this hypothesis, our findings
indicated that high levels of close friendship support
mitigated the association between relational victimiza-
tion and socia—psychological maladjustment, specifi-
cally ODD/CD symptoms. These findings corroborate
prior results on theimportance of closefriendshipsasa
protective factor for youth otherwise vulnerable to ad-
justment difficulties (Hartup, 1996; Hodges et a.,
1999). Thus, adolescents perhaps would be well ad-
vised to solicit support from their close friends to cope
with relational victimization. However, this strategy
may proveespecialy difficult when both relational vic-
timization and social support occur within the context
of the same friendship.

In sum, thisinvestigation provides an important ex-
tension of prior work on relational aggression and vic-
timization by examining these constructs in a sample
that isdifferent in ethnic composition and devel opmen-
tal period than has been included in prior work. This
study also offers new insight into the relative and com-
bined effects of overt and relational aggressionand vic-
timization on socia—psychological adjustment. Future
work would benefit by addressing some of the limita-
tionsof thisinvestigation. For instance, although it was
of interest in thisstudy to examine adolescents’ percep-
tions of overt and relational forms of aggression and
victimization, future work may also include peers’ re-
portsof these behaviors. The use of exclusively self-re-
port datain thisinvestigation allowed for the possibility
that significant associationswere dueto shared method
variance, which could makeit difficult torule out aten-
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dency for distressed teens to overreport the frequency
of their aggressive behavior or victimization from
peers. Although thisisasignificant issue that should be
addressed in future work, the results from this study
provided some evidence that this effect may not have
unduly affected the study findings. First, we selected a
measurethat hasdemonstrated good correspondenceto
external informants' reports of aggression and victim-
izationandissimilar informat to measuresthat havere-
vealed no significant reporting bias (Crick & Bigbee,
1998). Second, thefindingsreveal ed discriminant asso-
ciations, in that not all subscales were significantly
intercorrelated in regression analyses, as would likely
be the case if method variance or bias was predomi-
nantly responsible for significant associations. More-
over, because it is unlikely that a reporting bias would
exist for only a specific subset of the sample (e.g., for
boysbut not for girls), analysesexamining group differ-
ences, gender effects, and moderating variables were
lesslikely to be affected by apossible bias. Last, enter-
ing variables as a block in multiple regression proce-
dures provided some statistical control of possible
method variability. By examining the unique associa-
tions between aggression and victimization predictors
after their shared variability with each outcome was
partialled, we could consider relationships after con-
trolling for common shared variance. Nevertheless, this
issue remains an important limitation, and future work
would benefit from the use of multiple reporters when
identifying overt and rel ational aggressorsand victims.

Another important issue for futurework in thisarea
will be to obtain longitudinal data that would further
clarify the direction of effect between social—psycho-
logical adjustment and relational aggression and vic-
timization and, in particular, to examine possible
reciprocal associations. Most interestingly, longitudi-
nal work may benefit by focusing specifically on devel -
opmental junctures during which increases in
aggression and victimization are most likely to identify
critical periods of psychological risk.

The examination of relational aggression and vic-
timization within an ethnically diverse sample in this
study allowed for an important extension of past re-
search, giventhat prior work hassorarely included sub-
stantial proportions of participantsof color. Theresults
reveal ed no differencesin thefrequenciesof aggression
or victimization across ethnic groups or significant dif-
ferencesin the associations among aggression, victim-
ization, and adjustment. This finding may have been
influenced by the exceptional diversity and integration
of the school from which these data were collected.
Replication studies based in multiple schoolsor in dis-
tricts with a defined minority group may reveal differ-
ent findings. Subsequent investigators may wish to
examine whether some forms of victimization may be
targeted specificaly toward minority or majority
groups. Further investigations also may examine
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whether there exist qualitatively different forms of ag-
gression perpetrated by teens within the same ethnic
group, compared with aggressiontoward amember of a
different ethnic group, and how these intraethnic and
interethnic victimization experiences may differen-
tially impact adjustment.

Future work would benefit from increased attention
to theoretical models that will begin to explicate the
manner inwhichrelational formsof aggressionandvic-
timization develop, the process by which they lead to
subsequent adjustment difficulties, and the associated
psychosocial factorsthat also contribute to similar out-
comes. Thiswould provide an important extension and
elaboration to research over the past half-decade that,
along with this study, has supported the importance of
relational aggression and victimizationfor childrenand
adolescents across devel opment, for boysand girls, and
for samples of ethnically and financially diverse youth
(Crick, 1996; Crick etal., 1999; Werner & Crick, 1999).
This work also would benefit from investigating chil-
drenand adolescentsfrom both normativeandclinically
referred samplesto better examine aggression, victim-
ization, and adjustment across abroader range of sever-
ity than hasbeen included in prior studies on relational
aggression and victimization.

Overall, thisstudy suggested that rel ational forms of
aggression and victimization are distinct constructs
among adol escentsand may be particularly relevant for
this developmental stage compared with overt behav-
iors. Thefindings also suggested that, when examining
adolescents psychological adjustment, researchers
should consider overt forms of aggression and victim-
ization in conjunction with relational aggression and
victimization as well as social support from close
friends. Identification of adolescents who are
relationally aggressive or relationally victimized will
be important for understanding varied social—psycho-
logical adjustment outcomes.
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