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Peer Victimization and Peer Rejection
During Early Childhood

Stephanie A. Godleski

Research Institute of Addictions, University at Buffalo, SUNY

Kimberly E. Kamper, Jamie M. Ostrov, Emily J. Hart, and Sarah J. Blakely-McClure

Department of Psychology, University at Buffalo, SUNY

The development and course of the subtypes of peer victimization is a relatively
understudied topic despite the association of victimization with important developmen-
tal and clinical outcomes. Moreover, understanding potential predictors, such as peer
rejection and emotion regulation, in early childhood may be especially important to
elucidate possible bidirectional pathways between relational and physical victimization
and rejection. The current study (N¼ 97) was designed to explore several gaps and lim-
itations in the peer victimization and peer rejection literature. In particular, the prospec-
tive associations between relational and physical victimization and peer rejection over
the course of 3.5 months during early childhood (i.e., 3 to 5 years old) were investigated
in an integrated model. The study consisted of 97 (42 girls) preschool children recruited
from four early childhood schools in the northeast of the United States. Using observa-
tions, research assistant report, and teacher report, relational and physical aggression,
relational and physical victimization, peer rejection, and emotion regulation were
measured in a short-term longitudinal study. Path analyses were conducted to test the
overall hypothesized model. Peer rejection was found to predict increases in relational
victimization. In addition, emotion regulation was found to predict decreases in peer
rejection and physical victimization. Implications for research and practice are dis-
cussed, including teaching coping strategies for peer rejection and emotional distress.

Peer victimization has become an important focus of
study for scholars who examine the etiology, course,
and outcomes associated with various forms of psy-
chopathology in children (e.g., Hodges & Perry, 1999;
Juvonen & Graham, 2001). Peer victimization and
aggression are major risk factors for psychopathology
and are significant public health problems among
children and adolescents, yet the early developmental
pathways associated with these behaviors are not fully
understood (Dodge, Coie, & Lynam, 2006). Despite
clear advances in our field (Hawker & Boulton, 2000),

further study of the factors that are associated with
the development of peer victimization is needed.

Crick and Grotpeter (1996) proposed two primary
subtypes of peer victimization in their seminal study of
school-aged children: overt (i.e., receipt of hitting as well
as name calling) and relational. Overt victimization is
now typically referred to as physical victimization (see
Crick, Ostrov, & Kawabata, 2007) and includes the
receipt of physical aggression (i.e., hitting, kicking, and
pushing), whereas relational victimization is the receipt
of aggression that was designed to ‘‘harm others through
hurtful manipulation of or damage to their peer relation-
ships (e.g., spreading mean rumors about a peer; retali-
ation against a peer by purposefully excluding her
from one’s social group)’’ (Crick & Grotpeter, 1996, pp.
367–368). Crick and Grotpeter also found that rejected
children were more likely to experience relational or
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physical victimization than children who were liked by
their peers. Numerous studies (see Crick, Casas, &
Nelson, 2002) have replicated and expanded on this
early work supporting the utility and distinct behavioral
and even physiological profiles of these two subtypes
of peer victimization (e.g., Benjet, Thompson, & Gotlib,
2010; Crick & Bigbee, 1998; Crick, Casas, & Ku, 1999;
Cullerton-Sen & Crick, 2005; Kliewer, Dibble,
Goodman, & Sullivan, 2012; Rudolph, Troop-Gordon,
& Flynn, 2009). The preponderance of this work on
subtypes of victimization has focused on concurrent
correlates of victimization with relatively few studies
examining prospective predictors of victimization sub-
types (cf. Sullivan, Farrell, & Kliewer, 2006). Research-
ers have previously documented the important link
that behavioral problems, including aggression, predict
increases in overt physical and verbal victimization
(Schwartz, McFadyen-Ketchum, Dodge, Pettit, &
Bates, 1999). However, understanding the predictors
of both relational victimization as well as physical
victimization is an area for continued work.

SOCIAL PROCESS MODEL

The sequential social process model of the causes of peer
harassment suggests a theoretical framework that both
aggression and peer rejection are associated with
future victimization (Boivin, Hymel, & Hodges, 2001;
Ostrov, 2008). As such, aversive social behavior (e.g.,
aggression) and rejected status may lead to further nega-
tive peer interactions such as victimization as well as a
lack of positive social interactions (Boivin & Hymel,
1997). Past research has demonstrated both direct (i.e.,
from aggression to victimization) and indirect (i.e., via
peer rejection) pathways between aggression and peer
victimization (Boivin & Hymel, 1997). These models
have been confirmed in studies that assessed relational
aggression and relational victimization in early (Ostrov,
2008) and middle childhood (Ostrov & Godleski, 2013).
That is, relational aggression has been found to predict
future relational victimization during early and middle
childhood (Ostrov, 2008; Ostrov & Godleski, 2013).

Theoretically, based on the social process model, peer
rejection should impact peer victimization status (Boivin
et al., 2001; see also Bierman, 2004; Bierman & Wargo,
1995; Perry, Kusel, & Perry, 1988). To explain the
association between peer rejection and adjustment diffi-
culties like peer victimization, Coie (1990) proposed that
children who are rejected tend to have more negative
interactions (such as exclusion and physical harassment)
with their peer group due to their social status. Buhs and
Ladd (2001) extended this model to kindergarten and
found evidence for the association between peer rejec-
tion and negative treatment by peers. Perry, Hodges,

and Egan (2001) furthered this theory, proposing that
rejected children often lack the friends or types of
friends (e.g., socially dominant) needed to protect them-
selves against victimization. This vulnerability then
makes these children easy targets for aggression.

Of importance, peer victimization and rejection are
positively associated across time (Hodges & Perry,
1999), but they are conceptualized to be independent
constructs (Perry et al., 1988). Peer victimization is often
conceptualized to be a relationship factor (e.g., Nelson
& Crick, 1999), whereas peer rejection represents a
larger group-level social process. Past work has also
shown links between peer acceptance and a lack of
future victimization (e.g., Buhs, Ladd, & Herald, 2006)
and between peer rejection and growth in victimization
(e.g., Boivin & Hymel, 1997; Hodges & Perry, 1999).
However, despite several studies showing concurrent
and prospective associations between peer rejection
and relational victimization (e.g., Crick et al., 1999;
Cullerton-Sen & Crick, 2005; Nelson & Crick, 2002;
Ostrov, 2008), no known studies have tested if peer
rejection is associated with changes in relational victimi-
zation over time.

EMOTION REGULATION, PEER
VICTIMIZATION, AND PEER REJECTION

In addition to understanding aversive interpersonal
factors leading to peer victimization, it is also important
to consider individual factors (Hodges & Perry, 1999).
Emotion regulation difficulties are another risk factor
that has been found to be predictive of both peer
victimization (e.g., Shields & Cicchetti, 2001) and peer
rejection (e.g., Pope & Bierman, 1999). Consistent
with the social process model, it has been theorized
that dysregulated behavior by children, such as an
inability to respond appropriately in emotionally arous-
ing situations (Pope & Bierman, 1999), may particularly
provoke victimization or rejection from other peers
(Shields, Ryan, & Cicchetti, 2001). Past research has
shown that children who were rated by teachers as
emotionally dysregulated (e.g., ‘‘has temper tantrums’’)
at school increased in their levels of relational victi-
mization across time (Giesbrecht, Leadbeater, &
Macdonald, 2011) and that inability to regulate negative
emotions effectively may play an important role in
future victimization (Hanish et al., 2004; Pope &
Bierman, 1999; Rosen, Milich, & Harris, 2012). On the
other hand, socially skilled behaviors are predictive of
lower levels of victimization (Card & Hodges, 2008).
As such, emotion regulation capacity, a marker of social
competence, may be an important factor to consider in
order to determine unique associations between peer
rejection and victimization within the current study.
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Of importance, the role of emotion regulation as a risk
factor particularly within the context of relational
victimization and relational aggression is understudied,
with minimal work controlling for the other form of
victimization or aggression (e.g., Garner & Hinton,
2010, Rosen et al., 2012).

RELATIONAL AND PHYSICAL VICTIMIZATION
AND PEER REJECTION

The extant literature on subtypes of peer victimization
would be advanced with a focus on how peer rejection
and relational victimization are associated across time.
That is, past studies have not clearly delineated the
direction of effect between peer rejection and relational
victimization, and there has been a call for more work to
address this issue (Ostrov, 2008). The aforementioned
social process model posits that peer rejection leads to
increases in peer victimization over time given that
rejected children are easier targets for victimization
(e.g., they are less likely to have others defend them or
may have behavioral tendencies that produce negative
peer attitudes; Boivin & Hymel, 1997; Boivin et al.,
2001; Ostrov, 2008). However, it is also conceivable that
the reverse direction of effect holds. That is, peer victi-
mization and emotion dysregulation may promote
increases in peer rejection over time. Children who
experience peer harassment and maltreatment may have
difficulty meeting developmentally salient tasks and may
not be viewed as preferred playmates by others given
that they may have difficulty expressing developmentally
appropriate emotions=regulating their emotions. In fact,
both physical and relational victimization have been
found to increase a child’s likelihood of peer rejection
(e.g., Crick & Bigbee, 1998; Hanish & Guerra, 2002).
Thus, the present study will work to untangle these
findings through examination of both directions of
effect with relational and physical victimization. Given
the well-documented small to moderate links between
aggression and both peer rejection and victimization
(e.g., Ostrov, 2008), especially in regards to the associ-
ation between relational aggression and victimization,
relational and physical aggression will be statistically
controlled for in the current study.

DEVELOPMENTAL CONSIDERATIONS

The present study is one of an increasing number that
has addressed the present topic of peer victimization
subtypes in early childhood (e.g., Crick et al., 1999;
Garner & Lemerise, 2007; Nelson, Yang, Coyne, Olsen,
& Hart, 2013; Ostrov, 2008). The growing literature on
early childhood peer victimization has demonstrated the

utility of examining relational victimization and associa-
ted correlates among young children. For example, past
studies have shown clear associations between relational
victimization and peer rejection status in a large sample
of Italian preschoolers (Nelson et al., 2013). Arguably,
early childhood is an important developmental period
for understanding the onset and subsequent course of
peer victimization (e.g., Bonica, Arnold, Fisher, Zeljo,
& Yershova, 2003; Crick et al., 1999; Dhami, Hoglund,
Leadbeater, & Boone, 2005) as children are undergoing
important changes in their social perspectives and rela-
tionships given the introduction of more peer relation-
ships (Rubin, Bukowski, & Parker, 2006). Children’s
ability to regulate their behavior and emotions is also
increasingly developing during this period, and mastery
of these key developmental tasks is associated with more
positive social outcomes (e.g., Onchwari & Keengwe,
2011). This early period of peer relationship formation
helps to set the stage for later peer relationships and
social competence (Herrod, 2007). Further, given that
victimization even in the early school years can be parti-
cularly damaging (Eslea & Rees, 2001) and peer identi-
fication as a victim may be stable once in middle
childhood (Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2003), understanding
the early childhood individual and interpersonal risk
factors of peer rejection and victimization (i.e., rela-
tional and physical) may provide important information
for future prevention and intervention. The present
short-term longitudinal study will contribute to the bur-
geoning developmental and clinical literature on this
topic that previously was primarily focused on the study
of school-aged children and adolescents (e.g., Crick &
Grotpeter, 1996; Dhami et al., 2005; Nelson & Crick,
2002).

PRESENT STUDY

The current study extends prior literature by focusing on
the novel question: Do peer rejection and emotion
regulation lead to changes in relational victimization
during early childhood? Moreover, we examined if these
patterns hold when controlling for physical victimiza-
tion, physical aggression, and relational aggression, sim-
ultaneously within a path model. Further, we attempt to
replicate past findings (e.g., Hodges & Perry, 1999) that
peer rejection leads to changes in peer victimization. We
extend this work by controlling for relational victimiza-
tion during this important developmental period and by
examining these questions within an integrated path
model to examine increases in future peer rejection
and victimization (i.e., relational and physical) together.
Similarly, a path model allows for investigation of the
reverse direction of effect from peer victimization to
peer rejection. That is, we tested whether relational
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victimization promotes increases in peer rejection,
controlling for concurrent physical victimization,
aggression subtypes, and emotion regulation skills.

The current short-term longitudinal study relied on
multiple methods and informants (e.g., observational,
research assistant, and teacher report) to address these
empirical questions with children attending early
childhood centers. In addition, statistical models were
conservative in order to isolate the unique prospective
associations between these peer-based developmental
phenomena. Given the objectives of the study, we
hypothesized that teacher report of peer rejection and
emotion regulation would each uniquely predict
prospective research assistant report of relational victi-
mization and physical victimization while controlling
for all of the aforementioned covariates. Further, given
the exploratory reverse paths, we hypothesized that
victimization would uniquely predict prospective teacher
report of peer rejection.

METHOD

Participants

A total of 97 (42 girls) preschool children were recruited
from four early childhood schools located in the north-
east of the United States and were on average 45.22
months old (SD¼ 6.99). The overall parental consent
rate was 80%. Children were from relatively diverse eth-
nic backgrounds: 5.2% were African American=Black,
12.4% were Asian=Pacific Islander=Indian, 58.8% were
Caucasian=White, 2% were Hispanic=Latino, 12.4%
were multiracial, 1.0% were Native American, and
8.2% were from other ethnic backgrounds or unknown.
Attrition for the study was relatively small (15%; eight
boys, seven girls) and caused by families moving
away from the participating schools or area. Using
Hollingshead’s (1975) four-factor index 9-point scoring
system (i.e., 9¼ executives and professionals, 1¼ service
service workers), each parent’s reported occupation was
given a corresponding value (range¼ 2–9). If infor-
mation was available for more than one parent, the
highest score was assigned to that family. Parent edu-
cation information was not collected, and thus the total
factor scores are not available. However, according to
Hollingshead’s occupational codes, the median occu-
pation score was 6, indicating that a typical family
may be classified in the fourth highest occupation group
(i.e., 6¼ technician, semiprofessionals, and small busi-
ness owners), suggesting that the sample was primarily
middle class.

According to teacher report, the children attended
the child-care centers for an average 5.37 hr per day
(SD¼ 3.29) on an average of 3.66 days per week

(SD¼ 1.26). Teachers reported knowing the participants
for on average 9.90 months at Time 1 (SD¼ 8.23,
range¼ 3–39 months). At Time 1, teacher’s reported
having been employed at the school for an average of
56.54 months (SD¼ 48.78). Approximately 46% of tea-
chers had a bachelor’s degree and 19% had a master’s
degree. This data set was used in a prior manuscript,
but there was no overlap in the measures or research
questions previously addressed (see Ostrov, Kamper,
Hart, Godleski, & Blakely-McClure, 2014).

Measures

Observations of Aggression

Observations of children’s physical and relational
aggression were made using focal child sampling with
continuous recording during periods of free play in the
classroom, in gym, and on the playground (Crick et al.,
2006; Ostrov & Keating, 2004) but primarily in the
classroom. Each child was observed for 10min per
assessment by a trained research assistant with only
one observation session of a given child per day. Over
two 8-week periods, eight observations of each focal
child were conducted on each child per time point for
a total of 80min of observation (160min across both
time points).

Observers consisted of 11 trained advanced under-
graduate female and male students and three female
graduate students. Observers underwent rigorous train-
ing involving education of the observational procedures,
practice observations session using prerecorded video-
tapes of different social behaviors, and live practice
reliability observations with a trained observer. Observers
spent time in each classroom prior to conducting the
observations and used a minimally responsive manner
when collecting the data, thereby limiting issues with
reactivity (Pellegrini, 2004, p. 96). In the current study,
reactivity occurred at an average of 2.09 times per focal
child across all of Time 1 (SD¼ 2.21) and 1.54 times
per focal child across Time 2 (SD¼ 1.82) and was low
over the course of the study (Atlas & Pepler, 1998; Crick
et al., 2006; Ostrov, 2008).

During the 10-min observation session, observers
recorded the focal child’s display of the following
behaviors: (a) physical aggression (e.g., hitting, pushing,
kicking, taking objects from others) and (b) relational
aggression (e.g., threats of friendship withdrawal,
spreading rumors or malicious gossip, giving the ‘‘silent
treatment’’ or covering the ears to signal ignoring, ver-
bal or nonverbal exclusion from an activity). Behaviors
were recorded as separate based on temporal breaks
in the interactions during the session. Observers also
recorded the sequence of separate behaviors as they
proceeded through the session. To minimize concerns
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with observer drift, reliability sessions were conducted
throughout the study on 15% of the total observations
across each time point. Intra-class correlation coeffi-
cients with absolute agreement were used, as they have
been deemed appropriate for an assessment of reliability
when data are noncategorical or when absences of beha-
viors are not marked (McGraw & Wong, 1996). In the
current study, reliability was acceptable at both time
points for observations of physical and relational
aggression (intra-class correlation coefficients were
greater than 0.71).

Research Assistant Report of Behavior

Immediately after the 8 weeks of observations had
been completed and observers were not spending time
within the classroom, they completed a number of
questionnaires regarding the children’s behavior. These
research assistants’ reports were collected to assess
children’s emotion regulation as well as physical and
relational victimization and to reduce shared method
variance with other study measures. Research assistant
report has been found to be correlated moderately to
strongly with teacher report in past research (Ostrov,
Ries, Stauffacher, Godleski, & Mullins, 2008). The
range of the observational data was restricted for natu-
ralistic observations of relational victimization (M¼
0.29, SD¼ 0.54, range¼ 0–2 at Time 1 and M¼ .32,
SD¼ .56, range¼ 0–2 at Time 2) so in keeping with
prior procedures that support the validity of this method
(e.g., Murray-Close & Ostrov, 2009; Ostrov et al., 2008),
the more global approach of research assistant reports
of relational victimization were used instead. Upon
completion of the observations at each time point (see
earlier), one observer per classroom was randomly selec-
ted to complete reports for each participating child in
the classroom whom they had previously observed. As
research assistants had completed the observations for
this study, they had several months of exposure to the
children during training and observational data
collection.

Research assistant ratings of victimization.
Research assistants completed a revised version of the
Preschool Peer Victimization Measure–Teacher Report
(Crick et al., 1999) at each time point. The measure used
in the present study contains 12 items: four items asses-
sing physical victimization (‘‘This child gets pushed or
shoved by peers’’), four items assessing relational victi-
mization (‘‘This child gets left out of the group when
someone is mad at them or wants to get back at them’’),
and four positively toned filler items. Research assistants
rated how frequently focal children experienced physical
or relational victimization on a 5-point scale ranging

from 1 (never to almost never true) to 5 (always or almost
always true). Items within each category were averaged.
Past research has shown acceptable reliability for this
measure (Ostrov, 2008, 2010) and in the current study
Cronbach’s alpha were .90 and .90 for physical and rela-
tional victimization, respectively at Time 1 as well as .86
and .92 for physical and relational victimization at Time
2, respectively. Additional items were added to the orig-
inal measure to increase the range of responses and
improve the reliability of the measure. The content of
these items came from a prior preschool aggression mea-
sure (Crick, Casas, & Mosher, 1997) and included one
new item for relational victimization (‘‘This child gets
told ‘you can’t play’ by peers when they are angry at
him=her’’) and two items for physical victimization
(‘‘This child gets things thrown at him=her when others
are angry with him=her’’ and ‘‘This child gets toys or
objects taken away by peers when they are mad at
him=her’’). Ostrov (2008) supported the validity of the
original measure by replicating the predicted factor
structure and demonstrating significant correlations
between teacher and observer reports for both physical
and relational victimization. A principal axis factoring
with promax rotation was conducted with the items in
the present study to explore the internal structure. Fac-
tor loadings were all above .42 and items loaded on their
hypothesized factor (a three-component solution was
extracted based on an inspection of the scree plot and
Eigenvalues greater than 1), and there were no
cross-loadings above .40 (see also Ostrov, 2008). In the
current study, the validity of this revised measure was
also supported by significant correlations with observa-
tions of physical and relational victimization (rs¼ .25
and .32, ps< .05, respectively, at Time 1) and between
teacher and research assistant reports for both physical
and relational victimization at Time 1 and Time 2
(rs¼ .37 and .53, ps< .001, respectively, at Time 1;
rs¼ .31 and .23, ps< .05 at Time 2).

Research assistant report of emotion regulation.
Using the Emotion Regulation subscale from the
Emotion Regulation Checklist (Shields & Cicchetti,
1997), participants’ emotion regulation skills were
assessed. This subscale consists of eight items focusing
on adaptive regulation, including socially appropriate
displays of emotion (e.g., ‘‘displays appropriate negative
emotions [anger, fear, frustration, distress] in response
to hostile, aggressive, or intrusive acts by peers’’ and
‘‘can say when s=he is feeling sad, angry or mad, fearful
or afraid’’). Two of these items are reverse coded, and
the items are averaged, with higher values indicating
better emotion regulation skills. Research assistants
rated each item using a 4-point scale from 1 (never) to
4 (almost always). In previous studies of early childhood,

PEER VICTIMIZATION AND REJECTION 5

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

"U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 a

t B
uf

fa
lo

 L
ib

ra
ri

es
"]

 a
t 0

9:
07

 2
6 

Ja
nu

ar
y 

20
15

 



this measure has shown acceptable psychometric
properties (Flanders et al., 2010; Miller et al., 2006;
Ostrov, Murray-Close, Godleski, & Hart, 2013). Inter-
nal consistencies for emotion regulation were acceptable
at both Time 1 and 2 (Cronbach’s as¼ .77 and .80,
respectively).

Teacher Ratings of Peer Rejection

The Preschool Social Behavior Scale–Teacher Form
(Crick et al., 1997) was used to assess peer rejection
(Ostrov, Woods, Jansen, Casas, & Crick, 2004).
Teachers rated how disliked children were by same
and opposite-sex peers on a 5-point scale ranging from
1 (never or almost never true) to 5 (always or almost
always true). The two items were averaged. This measure
had acceptable reliability in the past (e.g., Crick et al.,
2006) and in the current study was reliable at both time
points (Cronbach’s a> .95). Further, teacher and
research assistant–reported peer rejection were signifi-
cantly correlated in the past (Ostrov, 2008) and in the
present study at Time 1 (r¼ .27, p< .01) and Time 2
(r¼ .32, p< .01).

Procedure

The current study was approved by the university’s
Institutional Review Board, and written consent was
obtained from all of the parents of participants before
the start of the study. Observations of the children’s
free play began 2 months into the academic year after
the participants had begun attending school and after
the observers had completed training. Observations at
both time points spanned approximately two months,
and the time points were separated by 3.5 months.
Attrition analyses revealed that participants who had
left the study (N¼ 15) at Time 2 were significantly differ-
ent on peer rejection, t(95)¼ 3.22, p¼ .002, d¼ 0.73,
indicating that those who did not complete the study
were more likely to be rejected by peers (M¼ 4.57,
SD¼ 2.77; according to teacher report) than those
who remained in the study (M¼ 2.94, SD¼ 1.53). How-
ever, missing data were handled using Full Information
Maximum Likelihood Estimation (Arbuckle, 1996).
There were no other significant differences on any of
the other study variables.

All of the teachers also gave consent before complet-
ing the teacher report packets. Teacher report packets
were distributed toward the end of each semester when
at least half of the observations had been completed
and were completed in the same time frame as the
research assistant reports. Teachers received an honor-
arium ($10 gift certificate) at each time point after
completing the teacher report packets. Two different
cohorts were recruited from the same schools and class-
rooms 1 year apart. At the end of each year, families and

school staff received a newsletter that included a sum-
mary of the major findings within the study as well as
other developmentally appropriate information and
activities.

RESULTS

Preliminary Analyses

Descriptive statistics for and intercorrelations between
each of the constructs assessed are presented in
Table 1. The correlations between the constructs ranged
from weak to strong (rs ranging from �.01 to .60) with
the major study variables demonstrating weak to mod-
erate stability across the two time points (rs ranging
from .20 to .43). As expected, the relational and physical
victimization variables within both Time 1 and Time 2
were moderately correlated with each other. Further,
concurrent peer rejection was significantly correlated
with relational victimization moderately at Time 1 and
weakly at Time 2. Moreover, peer rejection at Time 1
was significantly moderately correlated with relational
victimization at Time 2, and relational victimization at
Time 1 was moderately associated with peer rejection
at Time 2. Relational aggression at Time 1 was also sig-
nificantly associated with relational victimization at
Time 2 and peer rejection at Time 2, albeit weakly.
Physical aggression at Time 1 was also significantly
correlated with peer rejection at Time 2 although the
level of correlation was weak. These patterns of
effect demonstrate the basic prospective associations
between relational victimization and peer rejection but
also highlight the importance of controlling for both
physical victimization as well as aggression subtypes
when examining the unique prospective associations
between peer rejection and relational victimization.
Bivariate associations with age were also explored; how-
ever, age was not significantly associated with any of the
dependent variables, so to reduce the number of pre-
dictors in the models we did not control for age in the
subsequent analyses. Gender was also explored as a
potential covariate; however, preliminary analyses sug-
gested that it was not significantly predictive of any of
the major dependent variables (ps> .05) and therefore
was not included in the path model to increase parsi-
mony and reduce the number of predictors. Finally,
assessments of skew were less than three (�0.60 to
2.84) and kurtosis values were less than eight suggesting
that nonnormality was not a concern (Kline, 2011).

Missing Data

As previously noted, the current study examined asso-
ciations between key variables using 97 participants.
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Eighty-two (85%) of the participants had data at both
time points. Given the number of participants with
missing data, maximum likelihood with robust standard
errors estimation procedures were used to include all
participants who had complete data at Time 1 within
the full model.

Path Model

To address the hypotheses within the current study, cross-
lagged path models were conducted using maximum
likelihood with robust standard errors estimation in Mplus
5.21 (Muthen & Muthen, 1998–2009). The overall model
examined prospective associations between Time 1 and
Time 2 relational victimization, physical victimization,
emotion regulation (only Time 1) and peer rejection,
controlling for physical and relational aggression.
In keeping with theory (see Crick et al., 1999; Ostrov,
2008) as well as to increase the parsimony of the models,
the pathways between aggression and victimization
subtypes across time were conceptualized to be within
form (e.g., relational aggression predicting relational
victimization). The covariance among exogenous and
endogenous variables was freely estimated (see Figure 1).
The comparative fit index (CFI), root mean square error
of approximation (RMSEA) and standardized root mean
square residual (SRMR) were used to examine the model
fit (Hu & Benter, 1999; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013).
In structural equation models, adequate model fit is
assumed when the CFI is above .95, the RMSEA is less
than .06, and a SRMR below .08 (Hu & Benter, 1999;
Kline, 2011).

Our cross-lagged model (see Figure 2) showed good
model fit to the data, v2(2)¼ 3.11, p¼ .21, CFI¼ .98,
RMSEA¼ .08, SRMR¼ .02. The model showed stab-
ility for both physical victimization (b¼ .46, p< .001)
and peer rejection (b¼ .38, p< .01). As expected given
the correlations between study variables, relational victi-
mization did not show stability over time. Within the
model, emotion regulation and physical aggression
negatively predicted physical victimization (b¼�.18,
p< .01; b¼�.23, p< .05). Of interest, physical victimi-
zation at Time 1 was positively and significantly
correlated with physical aggression at Time 2 (r¼ .24,
p< .05) in preliminary analyses, indicating that when
controlling for the other Time 1 and Time 2 constructs
(e.g., relational victimization, emotion regulation, and
peer rejection), the direction of effect changes. Further,
the model indicated that emotion regulation negatively

TABLE 1

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for Major Study Variables

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12.

1. RVICT RA —

2. PVICT RA T1 .60��� —

3. RAGG OBS T1 .36��� .07 —

4. PAGG OBS T1 .26� .54��� .11 —

5. ER RA T1 .13 .11 .18 .02 —

6. PR TR T1 .50��� .28�� .20 .09 �.02 —

7. RVICT RA T2 .20 .08 .26� .09 .02 .37�� —

8. PVICT RA T2 .16 .32�� .10 .09 –.24� .14 .41��� —

9. RAGG OBS T2 .13 –.14 .26� –.12 .11 .11 .07 .01 —

10. PAGG OBS T2 .19 .24� .20 .35�� –.02 .13 .11 .31�� .19 ——

11. ER RA T2 –.07 –.01 .13 .14 .43��� –.27� –.01 –.27� –.03 –.08 —

12. PR TR T2 .29�� .16 .23� .22� –.16 .43��� .25� .14 .04 .20 �.33�� —

M 1.63 1.77 0.51 1.19 2.96 1.58 1.33 1.40 0.46 1.05 3.16 1.52

SD 0.63 0.72 0.94 1.75 0.47 0.90 0.54 0.56 0.95 1.39 0.53 0.87

Range 1.00–3.55 1.00–3.25 0.00–6.00 0.00–9.00 1.63–3.88 1.00–4.34 1.00–3.38 1.00–3.00 0.00–5.00 0.00–5.00 1.75–4.00 1.00–4.24

Note: RVICT¼Relational Victimization; PVICT¼Physical Victimization; RAGG¼Relational Aggression; PAGG¼Physical Aggression;

ER¼Emotion Regulation; PR¼Peer Rejection; RA¼Research Assistant Report; OBS¼Observations; TR¼Teacher Report. T1¼Time 1;

T2¼Time 2.
�p< .05. ��p< .01. ���p< .001.

FIGURE 1 Proposed hypothetical model.
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predicted peer rejection at Time 2 (b¼�.10, p< .01). It
was also revealed that physical aggression at Time 1 pre-
dicted increases in peer rejection at Time 2 (b¼ .26,
p< .05). Finally, peer rejection at Time 1 was associated
with significant increases in relational victimization at
Time 2 (b¼ .58, p< .01).

DISCUSSION

This research was designed to examine objectives related
to the association between peer victimization subtypes,
emotion regulation skills, and peer rejection using a
multi-informant, multi-method short-term longitudinal
study controlling for physical and relational aggression
within a comprehensive conceptual model. In keeping
with our hypotheses, we found that teacher report of
peer rejection predicted increases in research assistant
report of relational victimization above and beyond
the role of emotion regulation, physical and relational
aggression, and relational victimization at Time 1. The
present findings replicate and extend the seminal work
of Crick and Grotpeter (1996) during an earlier develop-
mental period demonstrating the important association
between relational victimization and peer rejection. That
is, peer rejection seems to increase children’s vulner-
ability for future negative peer experiences (Boivin &
Hymel, 1997) even among very young children. This
finding is also consistent with the social process frame-
work (Boivin et al., 2001; Ostrov, 2008), as peer rejec-
tion played an important role in the prediction of
increases in relational victimization, even when control-
ling for past and concurrent physical victimization.
These findings expand on the prior early childhood
work that provided initial support for the social process

model of peer harassment. For example, the initial study
by Ostrov (2008) documented prospective associations
between peer rejection and relational victimization but
did not control for initial levels of relational victimiza-
tion in the models. Moreover, the current study adopted
a very conservative model that also controls for the
influence of physical victimization at both time points
as well as aggression subtypes, which are known to be
associated with both constructs during early childhood
(e.g., Ostrov, 2008, 2010).

Second, we also simultaneously examined changes in
physical victimization over the two time points in order
to be consistent with the first aim and to look for paral-
lels with the relational victimization pathway and past
research. Of interest, the present study is consistent with
past research conducted in middle childhood (Garner &
Hinton, 2010) and suggests that emotion dysregulation
may be more relevant for physical victimization than
relational victimization. That is, results were consistent
with past research with older children demonstrating
the link between lower emotion regulation and increases
in victimization (e.g., Pope & Bierman, 1999). This
finding is also consistent with the social process model,
given that emotional dysregulation may evoke negative
appraisals from peers. These children may be at risk
for victimization due to their lowered ability to regulate
their emotions. In early childhood, this lowered emotion
regulation combined with physical victimization may
lead to children missing key developmental tasks with
peers and risk for possible negative developmental tra-
jectories. Contrary to expectations, peer rejection was
not predictive of physical victimization. In past research,
physical victimization and peer rejection have been
associated (e.g., Perry et al., 1988; Salmivalli & Isaacs
2005); however, in the present study, peer rejection
was predictive only of relational victimization. This find-
ing may be because the other subtype of victimization
was controlled for at both Time 1 and Time 2, whereas
in much past work the other subtype of victimization is
often not included in models. Further, some past work
that has included the other subtype has combined both
into a more general peer victimization construct instead
of separating into distinct constructs as was done in the
present study. Finally, it may also be that during the
early childhood developmental period the association
between peer rejection and physical victimization is
not as a strong as in later periods. The majority of
research on peer victimization and rejection, which has
focused on middle childhood and adolescence, suggests
that there may be various developmental and contextual
factors to consider in future research (Bukowski &
Sippola, 2001). Finally, physical aggression negatively
predicted physical victimization in the path model. This
was not anticipated, especially given positive significant
bivariate level associations between physical aggression

FIGURE 2 Short-term longitudinal predictors of relational and

physical victimization and peer rejection. Note: The numbers represent

standardized path coefficients. Covariance values and nonsignificant

paths are not depicted in the model for ease of presentation. All pre-

sented paths are significant at p< .05. Covariance values are available

from the first author upon request.
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at Time 1 and victimization at Time 2 as well as positive
associations between Time 1 variables within the model.
Therefore, it may be that controlling for the other vari-
ables in the path model (e.g., emotion regulation, rela-
tional victimization, and peer rejection) contributed to
the unpredicted direction of effect. Because this effect
was unpredicted, it should be examined in future work
in order to understand why the association between
emotion regulation and physical victimization and the
stability of physical victimization might contribute to
physical aggression negatively predicting physical victi-
mization. Future research examining the functions of
aggression (i.e., proactive and reactive) might permit a
greater understanding of this pathway. Perhaps it is
only those children who engage in reactive physical
aggression who are at risk for increases in physical vic-
timization (Salmivalli & Helteenvuori, 2007).

We also examined the reverse direction of effects
between relational and physical victimization and peer
rejection within the model. Contrary to hypotheses
and past research (Crick & Bigbee, 1998), neither rela-
tional nor physical victimization predicted increases in
peer rejection over time. Emotion regulation, however,
was negatively associated with peer rejection, such that
lower emotion regulation predicted increases in peer
rejection over time and physical aggression also
uniquely predicted increases in peer rejection. These
findings are consistent with past research on emotion
regulation. For example, children with attention-
deficit=hyperactivity disorder have been found to be
more rejected and to have fewer friends than their peers
(e.g., Hoza et al., 2005). The present study also provides
important contributions by investigating multiple forms
of victimization and aggression simultaneously and thus
demonstrating the robustness of emotion regulation and
physical aggression as predictors of peer rejection in the
preschool period. This finding highlights the importance
of examining the bidirectional effects over time between
peer rejection and children’s social behavior given that
lowered emotion regulation appears to be a risk factor
for both physical victimization and peer rejection but
that relational victimization was not predictive of
peer rejection over time. As such, it may be that the
prospective relation is from peer rejection to relational
victimization as was hypothesized in the original social
process model (Boivin et al., 2001) but that there is also
an important influence of lowered emotion regulation.
Although the findings are clear in the current study,
given the past equivocal literature, future research
should replicate this pattern of effects.

This research also suggests the significance of examin-
ing pathways that put children at risk for negative devel-
opmental outcomes in early childhood. All variables
were moderately stable across time points, although
the stability correlation for relational victimization was

a nonsignificant trend and stability was not significant
in the path model. This general finding demonstrates
the importance of investigating such constructs as peer
victimization, peer rejection, and emotion regulation
given their persistence across early childhood and their
associations with maladaptive outcomes. More specifi-
cally, relational victimization has been found to be pre-
dictive of such negative outcomes as internalizing
behavior problems in middle childhood (e.g., Crick &
Grotpeter, 1996) and externalizing behavior problems,
including physical aggression and drug use in early ado-
lescence (e.g., Sullivan et al., 2006). Future research
would benefit from including more specific pathways
to relational victimization in early childhood, such as
anger and provocative victim status (e.g., Schwartz,
2000), withdrawn rejected status (e.g., Boivin & Hymel,
1997), and negative self-perceptions (e.g., Boivin &
Hymel, 1997; Crick & Dodge, 1994). Therefore, under-
standing predictors of relational victimization in early
childhood may help to elucidate early pathways to risk
and resilience.

Implications and Importance of the Present Study

Given the serious, maladaptive developmental outcomes
associated with relational and physical victimization and
peer rejection, it is critical to understand the inter-
relations between and predictors of these constructs
during the important developmental window of early
childhood. Further, it may be particularly harmful to
experience peer rejection and victimization during a
developmental period in which peer relations are gaining
greater importance (Sullivan et al., 2006). Therefore, the
present study has several clinical implications. Specifi-
cally, intervention and prevention work geared toward
reducing relational victimization and teaching children
strategies for coping with emotional distress (Rosen
et al., 2012), as well as rejection and aggression from
their peers may help to reduce further negative peer
experiences and maladaptive developmental outcomes.
In particular, given that peer rejection predicted
increases in relational victimization over time, prevent-
ative intervention work within the early childhood
period directed toward reducing rejection as well as
effectively coping with rejection, victimization, and
negative emotion is of critical importance (e.g., Ostrov
et al., 2009).

The present study also has important statistical and
methodological implications, such as further highlight-
ing the importance of controlling for subtypes of
aggression as well as emotion regulation when investi-
gating the impact of victimization (e.g., Werner & Crick,
2004). Further, given that children who are victims of
multiple forms of aggression are at greater risk for
maladjustment (Prinstein, Boergers, & Vernberg, 2001),
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future research should continue to consider both forms
of victimization. In addition, given the lack of clear
understanding of the direction of effects leading to victi-
mization and peer rejection, a strength of the present
study is examining the reverse direction of effect within
the same model. This is particularly important given the
differential findings, indicating that peer rejection had
an important impact on relational victimization over
time but that relational victimization did not have a
strong impact on changes in peer rejection. The results
of the present study also suggest the importance of con-
sidering emotion regulation, as it may also play an
important role in evoking physical victimization.
Moreover, peer rejection may produce emotional dis-
tress that will elicit future rejection or victimization
due to a lack of skills to cope with these emotions.

This research also partially replicates and extends the
impactful early work on relational victimization from
Crick and colleagues (e.g., Crick & Bigbee, 1998; Crick
& Grotpeter, 1996). First, this work further demon-
strates the importance of investigating relational victimi-
zation in addition to physical victimization. Second, the
importance and utility of controlling for the alternative
aggression and peer victimization subtypes is also
further underscored by the present findings (Werner &
Crick, 1999). Third, the current study among preschoo-
lers replicates and expands on Crick and colleagues
(Crick et al., 1999) seminal concurrent research with pre-
schoolers that initially revealed the negative correlates of
these victimization subtypes.

Limitations and Future Directions

There are several limitations to this study that may
reduce the generalizability of the findings. To begin,
the sample size is relatively small, which may have
attenuated some of the effect sizes, particularly for uni-
directional effects. This sample is certainly in keeping
with and larger than some past observational studies
of this type (e.g., Crick et al., 2006; McEvoy, Estrem,
Rodriguez, & Olsen, 2003; Murray-Close & Ostrov,
2009), but replication with a large sample is warranted.
In addition, a larger sample would permit examination
of the role of gender and other potential moderation
models. Gender may moderate some of the present find-
ings given the theorized role of gender in the display of
various forms of aggression in early childhood (e.g.,
Crick et al., 2006). Further, the sample was relatively
diverse but primarily of a middle-class background,
and socioeconomic status has been indicated as a factor
in the development of relational aggression (e.g., Bonica
et al., 2003). Future research should strive to include
a more diverse sample. In addition, the sample was
primarily comprised of typically developing children,
and it may be pertinent to consider both typically and

atypically developing children in future work to more
fully understand the pathways of risk and resilience over
time.

From a methodological perspective, a major strength
of the current project was our use of multiple methods
and informants. However, our assessment of peer rejec-
tion was restricted to a teacher report instrument.
Although teacher reports of peer rejection have good
psychometric properties during this developmental per-
iod (e.g., Ostrov et al., 2004), future research should
attempt to replicate the current findings with a valid
and reliable sociometric measure of peer rejection (e.g.,
Nelson, Robinson, & Hart, 2005). In addition, future
research should strive to include reliable observations
of victimization and, further, to compare findings across
research assistant report and observations. It is also
important to note that relational victimization was not
stable across the study; however, the time points did
show a nonsignificant trend in the correct direction
(r¼ .20, p< .10). The stability of relational victimization
during this developmental period should be an area for
future research. Stability of relational victimization
might not be revealed given that some children may be
moving from being victims to aggressors (Ostrov, 2010)
or perhaps because the specificity of being a chronic
victim of relational victimization is not yet established
during this period.

Another limitation is the short-term nature of this
project’s longitudinal design. Therefore, it would be
beneficial for future research to investigate these con-
structs in a longer term longitudinal design to examine
other negative outcomes in later developmental periods,
such as anger, internalizing, and externalizing behavior
problems in middle childhood and adolescence, as well
as the possible mechanisms of these pathways, such as
hostile attribution biases (e.g., Crick & Dodge, 1994).

Conclusions

In conclusion, the present study supplements the
growing understanding of relational victimization, with
particular emphasis on its relation to peer rejection
during early childhood. As peer rejection and victimiza-
tion have both been proposed to be key constructs in the
development of social-psychological maladjustment,
such knowledge is beneficial in guiding assessment,
intervention, and prevention efforts for at-risk children.
This work is particularly important in early childhood
when the developmental framework for peer relation-
ships is in its early stages.
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