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Abstract

Founded in the social process model, the aim of this study was to identify whether the associations of relational aggression with concurrent and subsequent
relational victimization differed depending on early adolescents’ personal vulnerabilities and gender. The vulnerabilities of interest were social-information
processing variables that convey greater emotional sensitivity, including rejection sensitivity, fear of negative evaluation, and avoidance of intimacy.
Participants were 358 early adolescents (176 boys, 178 girls) aged 9 to 13 years. Relational aggression and victimization were assessed via peer nominations,
whereas the three indicators of emotional sensitivity were assessed via self-report. Overall, results revealed greater relational aggression at Time 1 to be
associated with greater relational victimization at both Time 1 and Time 2. However, this finding was qualified by both emotional sensitivity and gender. When
considered separately, girls who were relationally aggressive and emotionally sensitive were at increased risk of victimization at both assessment points. In
contrast, no link was found between relational aggression and victimization for boys, although relational vulnerabilities did have unique associations with
boys’ relational victimization. These findings have implications for our understanding of relational aggression and victimization, as well as for the development
of interventions aimed at reducing these problems.

Although research regarding child and adolescent aggression
has a long history, the predominant focus of this work has
been on overt forms of aggressive behavior (i.e., physical
and verbal actions, such as hitting, pushing, and name calling).
In the last two decades, one additional form of aggression, re-
ferred to as relational aggression, has received significant re-
search attention. Relational aggression has been defined as ag-
gression that “involves harming others through purposeful
manipulation or damage to their peer relationships” (Crick,
1996, p. 2317) or behaviors where “the relationship serves as
the vehicle of harm, including spreading malicious rumors,
lies, gossip or secrets, as well as intentionally ignoring” (Mur-
ray-Close, Ostrov, Nelson, Crick, & Coccaro, 2010, p. 393).

One of the legacies of the work by Nicki Crick, her col-
leagues, and her many students has been research clearly
showing that children and adolescents are harmed by relation-
ally aggressive acts against them. Even after controlling for
overt physical and verbal forms of victimization, relational
victimization has been found to contribute to peer rejection,
loneliness, depression, social avoidance, emotional distress,
delinquency, and drug use (Crick & Bigbee, 1998; Crick &
Grotpeter, 1996; see also Rys & Bear, 1997; Sullivan, Farrell,
& Kliewer, 2006). Similarly, enacting relational aggression

has been linked with peer rejection (Crick, 1996; Zimmer-
Gembeck, Geiger, & Crick, 2005), as well as internalizing
and externalizing behavior problems such as depression and
delinquent behavior (Card, Stucky, Sawalani, & Little,
2008; Crick & Bigbee, 1998; Crick, Ostrov, & Werner,
2006; Murray-Close, Ostrov, & Crick, 2007). Given the po-
tentially deleterious effects of relational aggression and vic-
timization, ongoing efforts to enhance our understanding of
the interrelations between these phenomena are warranted.

To date, multiple studies of children and early adolescents
have found significant correlations between relational aggres-
sion and victimization (Crick & Bigbee, 1998; Mathieson
et al., 2011; Sullivan et al., 2006). For example, Ostrov and
colleagues (Ostrov, 2008; Ostrov & Godleski, 2013) con-
ducted two longitudinal studies aimed at more clearly delin-
eating the association between relational aggression and re-
lational victimization. In both, the social process model
proposed by Boivin, Hymel, and Hodges (2001) was tested.
According to the authors of this model, children bring with
them to their peer interactions relatively stable behavioral ten-
dencies. These tendencies, which include a tendency toward
aggression, can in turn lead to problematic peer behaviors, in-
cluding harassment and victimization. Thus, in this model, it
is aggression that is proposed to precede victimization.

In the first longitudinal study to apply this model to rela-
tional forms of aggression, Ostrov (2008) recruited an early
childhood sample (average age¼ 44 months). Results revealed
that girls’ relational aggression was a significant predictor of
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relational victimization across the school year. More recently,
Ostrov and Godleski (2013) also reported that relational ag-
gression in Grade 3 significantly predicted relational victimiza-
tion in Grade 6, even after gender and physical aggression were
controlled for. These studies provide preliminary evidence for
the proposition that children who engage in relational aggres-
sion are themselves at risk for later relational victimization.

The social process model and other bodies of research on
aggression and victimization also identify that such associa-
tions between aggression and later victimization may be
stronger in some groups of children compared to others. For
example, correlations between relational aggression and vic-
timization vary widely and are sometimes much smaller than
one might anticipate (range ¼ ~.2 to ..6; see e.g., Matheison
et al., 2011; Zimmer-Gembeck & Pronk, 2012), suggesting
that certain characteristics of the children sampled might influ-
ence the strength of the relationship between relational aggres-
sion and victimization. One possibility is that children’s own
emotional sensitivity may strengthen the link between aggres-
sion and victimization. Card and Little (2007) and Bukowski
and Abecassis (2007) suggest that aggression may be associ-
ated with victimization (as well as rejection) when aggressive
youth are highly emotionally reactive and have difficulties reg-
ulating their emotions in social situations. In contrast, aggres-
sion may not lead to negative treatment by peers when aggres-
sive youth are more emotionally competent, in that they can
regulate their emotions in social situations. Additional support
for these notions can be found in studies of emotional sensitiv-
ity, rejection, and loneliness, and in studies of emotional dys-
regulation and social status with peers. In particular, emotional
sensitivities have been found to be elevated among adolescents
who have experienced more rejection and feel lonelier
(Chango, McElhaney, Allen, Schad, & Marston, 2012; Lon-
don, Downey, Bonica, & Paltin, 2007; McLachlan, Zimmer-
Gembeck, & McGregor, 2010; Zimmer-Gembeck, Trevaskis,
Nesdale, & Downey, 2014), and there is some evidence that
young people are less emotionally sensitive when they yield
more power and status in the peer group (Frick & Morris,
2004; Hawley, 2003; Hawley, Little, & Card, 2007). Thus,
young people with heightened emotional sensitivity may
have a poorer history of social relationships with peers and
lower status in the peer group, which places them at greater
risk of victimization in response to their aggression. When
taken together, such findings suggest that the extent of the
risk of relational aggression for concurrent and later relational
victimization might vary from one child to the next, depending
on their tendencies toward emotional sensitivity. Thus, in the
present study we examined the association of relational aggres-
sion with concurrent and increasing victimization, and tested
whether emotional sensitivity intensifies these associations.

Emotional Sensitivity

Another legacy of Nicki Crick is her work on social-information
processing theory. In their reformulation of a social-information
processing model for child adjustment, Crick and Dodge (1994)

argued that emotion and emotional sensitivity were integral
parts of each social-information processing step. The important
role of emotion has also been elaborated further. For example, it
has been proposed that emotion-related individual differences
(e.g., temperament factors such as emotionality or emotion reg-
ulation) contribute to social competence and adjustment (Le-
merise & Arsenio, 2000). Drawing on this premise, the current
study examined whether emotional sensitivity, or the degree of
distress experienced in relational situations, contributed to
greater peer victimization across time via a strengthening of
the relational aggression-relational victimization link. Specifi-
cally, three indicators of emotional sensitivity were considered:
rejection sensitivity, fear of negative evaluation, and intimacy
avoidance. These indicators were chosen because they assessed
sensitivity linked to three important threats that are commonly
encountered when adolescents interact with others: rejection,
evaluation, and comfort with peer intimacy.

Rejection sensitivity

Rejection sensitivity is defined as “the disposition to anx-
iously or angrily expect, readily perceive, and overreact to
rejection” (Downey, Khouri, & Feldman, 1997, p. 85). Ini-
tially examined primarily in university students and adults, re-
search regarding rejection sensitivity has suggested that indi-
viduals who are highly sensitive might behave in ways that
compromise their relationships, bringing about their feared
outcome. For example, in a study of intimate relationships,
Downey and Feldman (1996) showed that high rejection-sen-
sitive women were more hostile and emotionally unsuppor-
tive and high rejection-sensitive men were more jealous
than their low rejection-sensitive counterparts. In turn, these
behaviors led to greater partner dissatisfaction. Other research
focusing on adult romantic relationships has replicated this
general finding, showing that those with higher rejection ex-
pectations tend to behave in ways that elicit rejection
(Downey, Freitas, Michaelis, & Khouri, 1998; Levy, Ayduk,
& Downey, 2001; Smart Richman, & Leary, 2009).

Fewer studies have been conducted among children and
adolescents. Nevertheless, there is evidence that supports
the self-fulfilling nature of rejection sensitivity. In one study,
Marston, Hare, and Allen (2010) examined the longitudinal
associations between rejection sensitivity and social compe-
tence in a sample of 16-year-olds. They found that higher
levels of rejection sensitivity predicted lower levels of compe-
tence across time. In another study of students in fifth to
seventh grades (Downey, Lebolt, Rincon, & Freitas, 1998),
rejection sensitivity was associated with poorer social adjust-
ment, including greater aggressive behavior, lower social
competence, and greater victimization 1 year later. In yet an-
other study, Zimmer-Gembeck, Nesdale, Fersterer, and Wil-
son (2014) found that children higher in rejection sensitivity
were more likely to react with aggression when threatened
with rejection. However, it is still unknown whether rejection
sensitivity is specifically associated with relational victimiza-
tion and whether this particular disposition heightens the like-
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lihood of such victimization among adolescents who display
relational aggression.

Fear of negative evaluation

Whereas rejection sensitivity relates specifically to the
heightened anticipation of rejection, it has been argued that
fear of negative evaluation describes a broader construct
that involves anxious apprehension regarding others’ evalua-
tions (Fang et al., 2011). Fear of negative evaluation can also
be conceptualized as a core feature of social anxiety (Weeks
et al., 2005), and it is typically this overarching variable that
has been examined in relation to peer victimization. For ex-
ample, Hawker and Boulton (2000), in their meta-analytic
study, reported that those higher in social anxiety were
more likely to be victimized. Crick and Grotpeter (1996),
considering overt and relational victimization separately,
also found social anxiety to be significantly associated with
both forms of negative peer interaction.

Moreover, studies that have examined fear of negative
evaluation, rather than global social anxiety concerns, have
reported findings showing that it is associated with more re-
lational peer victimization. Storch, Brassard, and Masia-War-
ner (2003) utilized a sample of adolescents and found greater
fear of negative evaluation to be linked to greater relational
victimization among both boys and girls. Storch and Masia-
Warner (2004) subsequently replicated this pattern of find-
ings using a female-only sample.

In explaining these results, the authors acknowledge that the
experience of being repeatedly victimized could contribute to the
development of a fear of negative evaluation (Storch & Masia-
Warner, 2004; Storch et al., 2003). However, they also highlight
the possibility that fear of negative evaluation might precede re-
lational victimization. That is, children who are particularly con-
cerned about how others view them might display overt signs of
their fears, thus placing them at risk for being victimized. The
current study explored this hypothesis, particularly in relation
to those who also engaged in relational aggression.

Intimacy avoidance

A final aspect of emotional sensitivity of interest in the pres-
ent study was intimacy avoidance, or the desire to avoid
close relationships with peers. Although this specific con-
struct has not been considered previously in relation to peer
victimization, indirect evidence is available to suggest that
avoidance of intimacy could heighten the likelihood of peer
victimization experiences.

One source of such evidence is studies that have examined
a social process model (e.g., Boivin et al., 2001). As de-
scribed previously, the social process model argues for the
important role of children’s particular behavioral tendencies
for their social interactions. One of these could be a tendency
toward social withdrawal. In turn, socially withdrawn chil-
dren might have less chance to practice their social skills
and have greater difficulties with their peers, increasing the

chances that they will become the targets of victimization.
To examine this proposition, Boivin, Hymel, and Bukowski
(1995) followed children (aged 9 to 12 years) over a period
of 1 year and found that withdrawal at the beginning of the
study did predict victimization 1 year later. Dill, Vernberg,
Fonagy, Twemlow, and Gamm (2004) obtained a similar re-
sult in their 1-year longitudinal study, with a sample of chil-
dren in third to fifth grades.

Studies focusing on social avoidance, a behavioral symp-
tom of social anxiety, also add to this picture. Considering re-
lational victimization in particular, Storch and colleagues re-
vealed greater social avoidance to be associated with more
relational victimization among both boys and girls (Storch
et al., 2003; Storch & Masia-Warner, 2004). However, these
studies were cross-sectional in nature and thus do not allow
conclusions regarding the direction of this relationship.

Therefore, the current study examined more specifically
the nature of the association between intimacy avoidance
and relational victimization. Rather than considering with-
drawal or avoidance of peers because of shyness or more gen-
eral anxiety, our focus on intimacy avoidance was more con-
sistent with the other measures of emotional sensitivity in that
it assessed sensitivity to interpersonal intimacy and close-
ness. Because of this focus on interpersonal emotional sensi-
tivity in all three measures, we anticipated that, as per the
other two indicators of emotional sensitivity, greater intimacy
avoidance would be related to greater concurrent and conse-
quent relational victimization, particularly among those
who also engaged in higher levels of relational aggression.

Gender

A final aspect of the present study was its focus on gender.
Although relational forms of aggression are often described
as “female” forms of aggression, results regarding gender dif-
ferences vary. A number of studies do show relational aggres-
sion to be more prevalent in girls than in boys (e.g., Crick &
Bigbee, 1998), but others indicate no gender differences in
this type of behavior (Atlas & Peplar, 1998; Paquette & Un-
derwood, 1999). Nevertheless, research does support the
notion that girls are more likely to be involved in relational
aggression than physical aggression (Geiger, Zimmer-Gem-
beck, & Crick, 2004; Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2005) and
that, compared to boys, girls view the former type of aggres-
sion as more harmful (Coyne, Archer, & Eslea, 2006; Galen
& Underwood, 1997).

To further elucidate the role of gender in relation to aggres-
sion and victimization, Ostrov and Goldeski (2010) proposed
a model founded on social-information processing theory
(Crick & Dodge, 1994) and gender schema theory (Bem,
1981). They argued that children are exposed to gender-spe-
cific social environments, and as a result, gender differences
in the developmental salience of different forms of aggression
emerge, girls having a particular focus on relational aggres-
sion and boys on physical aggression. It is further argued
that, owing to these differences, gender is an important mod-
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erator of the association between aggression and various so-
cial–psychological outcomes. Specifically, in terms of rela-
tional aggression, it would be anticipated that this form of ag-
gression is more strongly associated with a range of outcome
variables among girls than among boys.

In line with this model, evidence has emerged to support
the necessity of examining the correlates of relational aggres-
sion and victimization separately for boys and for girls. In an
early study of this form of aggression, Crick (1996) found that
relational aggression did not add to the prediction of adjust-
ment for boys, once overt aggression was controlled for.
For girls, the contribution of relational aggression was signif-
icant, with those who were relationally aggressive being more
rejected and less accepted by their peers. More recently, Os-
trov (2008) found that relational aggression predicted in-
creases in relational victimization across the school year for
girls, but not for boys. In comparison, in their cross-sectional
study, Mathieson et al. (2011) found greater relational victim-
ization to be associated with greater relational aggression
among both boys and girls. However, whereas hostile attribu-
tional bias and emotional sensitivity moderated this relation-
ship for girls, no such moderation was found for boys.

The Current Study

In summary, the general purpose of the present study was to
explore the concurrent and longitudinal associations between
adolescents’ relational aggression and relational victimiza-
tion. Of particular interest was the question of whether emo-
tional sensitivity, in the form of rejection sensitivity, fear of
negative evaluation, and intimacy avoidance, moderated
these associations. It was anticipated that emotional sensitiv-
ity would moderate the association between concurrent ag-
gression and victimization, and between aggression and
increased victimization over time, with the association be-
tween aggression and victimization stronger among adoles-
cents higher in emotional sensitivity. Moreover, these rela-
tionships were examined separately for girls and for boys,
and it was expected that moderation effects would be particu-
larly strong for girls compared to boys, as has been found in
previous research (Matheison et al., 2011). Three-way inter-
actions among relational victimization, emotional sensitivity,
and gender were also tested to explicitly determine whether
moderation effects differed between boys and girls.

Method

Participants

The participants in this study were 176 boys (49%) and 178
girls (51%) in Grades 5–7 (age 9–13 years, M ¼ 11.0 years,
SD¼ 1.0 year) from two schools in an urban area of Queens-
land, Australia. The 354 students completed two assessments
over a school year, separated by 8 months. Eight of the origi-
nal 366 students who completed the first wave of the study re-
located during the school year and did not complete the sec-

ond wave of data collection. A further 4 students did not
report their gender, so they were excluded from the analyses.
The schools contained students from the low-middle to the
high-middle range of socioeconomic status, and ethnicity rep-
resented the region from which the schools were selected,
with approximately 90% White/Australian or New Zealander,
and 10% Asian, Aboriginal Australian, Maori, Middle East-
ern, or from other sociocultural backgrounds.

Participation in the study required parental consent and
adolescent assent. The parental consent rate was 73%, with
most of the nonparticipants simply failing to return consent
forms rather than declining to participate.

Measures

Relational aggression and victimization. Ten items drawn
from Crick and Grotpeter (1995) were used to gather stu-
dents’ nominations of other adolescents in their classrooms
who were aggressive (five items; e.g., “who spreads rumours,
gossips, or talks behind others’ backs?”) or victimized (five
items; e.g., “who tends to get ditched by their friends for oth-
ers?”). Each item was phrased in order to ask students to nomi-
nate up to three others in their classroom who fit each of the
series of descriptors. Nominations were summed to provide a
total number of nominations for each child for each item. These
items were standardized within each classroom to adjust for un-
equal class sizes. Standardized items were averaged to create
total scores for relational aggression (a ¼ 0.87) and relational
victimization (a ¼ 0.90).

Rejection sensitivity. Six items from the Children’s Rejection
Sensitivity Questionnaire (Downey, Lebolt, et al., 1998) mea-
sured anxious expectations of rejection. The questionnaire in-
cluded written vignettes that implied the possibility of not
being accepted or being overtly rejected. Vignettes involved
teachers (three vignettes) or peers (three vignettes). Two re-
sponses to each vignette were used in this study to gauge chil-
dren’s anxious expectations of rejection. An example reads
“Imagine that a famous person is coming to visit your school.
Your teacher is going to pick five kids to meet this person.
You wonder if she will choose YOU.” The first question as-
sessed anxious responses by asking how nervous the student
would feel if she were in this situation. Responses to this item
ranged from 1 (not at all) to 5 ( yes/extremely). The second
question assessed perception of the likelihood of an accepting
versus rejecting response from the others portrayed in the
vignettes. An example item was “Do you think the teacher
will choose YOU?” Responses were 1 (NO!), 2 (no, I don’t
think so), 3 (maybe), 4 ( yes, probably), and 5 (YES!). To cal-
culate total rejection sensitivity scores, the response to the
anxious item was multiplied by the reversed response to the
expectation item. Averaging these scores across the six vign-
ettes produced a single, total rejection sensitivity score.
Higher scores represented greater levels of rejection sensitiv-
ity, with Cronbach a for the scale of 0.79.
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Fear of negative evaluation. To capture adolescents’ anxiety
about peer relationships, we used the fear of negative evalu-
ation subscale (six items; e.g., “I worry what other kids think
of me”) from the Social Anxiety Scale for Children—Revised
(La Greca & Stone, 1993). Responses ranged from 1 (not at all
true) to 5 (true all the time). Cronbach awas 0.90. Averaging
the six items formed a fear of negative evaluation total score.

Intimacy avoidance. Drawing from theory and guided by items
on the Experiences in Close Relationship Questionnaire (Bren-
nan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998), four items were developed for this
study in order to assess adolescents’ intimacy avoidance. Be-
cause these items had not been used in a previous study, they
were subjected to factor analysis to examine whether the items
loaded on one factor, as expected. Prior to conducting principal
axis factoring, assumptions of this analysis were first investi-
gated. The Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin Measure of Sampling Ade-
quacy for the overall sample was fair (0.61). The Bartlett Test
of Sphericity was significant, x2 (6)¼ 163.1, p , .001, provid-
ing evidence for an acceptable number of significant correla-
tions between variables. A clear one-factor solution was ex-
tracted, with an eigenvalue of 1.61. Three of the four
avoidance items loaded highly. In a second factor analysis of
these three items, they accounted for 50.9% of the variance in
the factor and the loadings ranged from 0.41 to 0.62 (see Appen-
dix A). Averaging the three items formed an intimacy avoidance
total score. The Cronbach a was 0.51 for the three items.

Procedure

Approvals from the University Human Subjects Review Com-
mittee and the state appropriate school administration body
were attained prior to the commencement of the study. Prior
to the first wave of data collection, schools were visited to dis-
tribute parent information sheets and assent forms to students.
Students took the forms home to their parents and returned
them to the school on completion. Children with parental con-
sent who also assented to participate were given questionnaire
booklets during regular class hours within their normal class-
rooms. At each wave of data collection, questionnaires were
completed in two sessions held 2 weeks apart to reduce student
fatigue. Students without consent to participate completed an
alternate task. It took approximately 20 min for students to com-
plete the items used in this study. Questions were read aloud for
the Grade 5 students, but students in Grades 6 and 7 completed
the surveys at their own pace. Students were given the opportu-
nity to debrief with a psychologist at each assessment.

Results

Descriptive statistics, association between measures, and
comparisons of boys and girls

Table 1 provides the means and standard deviations for all
measures, correlations between all variables, and gender
comparisons of all measures. Relational aggression was asso-

ciated with more victimization, but it was not associated with
rejection sensitivity, fear of negative evaluation, or intimacy
avoidance. However, victimization was associated with
higher levels of all three emotional sensitivity measures,
and the emotional sensitivity measures were intercorrelated
with each other. There were no associations with age, but girls
reported more fear of negative evaluation than boys reported.

Associations of aggression and emotional sensitivity with
concurrent victimization

We expected that relational aggression would be associated
with higher levels of relational victimization, especially
among adolescents with high emotional sensitivity. We also
expected that these associations would be especially promi-
nent among girls. To test these hypotheses about concurrent
associations and moderation, we estimated three hierarchical
linear regressions for boys and three for girls. In each model,
we had two steps. In the first step, we entered relational aggres-
sion and a measure of emotional sensitivity (i.e., rejection sen-
sitivity, fear of negative evaluation, or intimacy avoidance). In
the second step, we entered the interaction between these two
measures. If an interaction was significant, we reestimated the
model using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
Process macro (Hayes, 2013) and constructed a figure to illus-
trate the moderation effect,1 and we tested the three-way inter-
action among relational aggression, emotional sensitivity, and
gender in a model with all participants in order to determine
whether the gender difference in moderation was significant.

Rejection sensitivity as a correlate and moderator. As can be
seen in Model 1, estimated separately for boys and girls in Ta-
ble 2, Step 1 revealed that rejection sensitivity was associated
with greater concurrent levels of victimization for boys and
for girls. Further, girls who were reported to be more aggres-
sive were also reported as more victimized, but this associa-
tion was not found among boys. In addition, the interaction
between relational aggression and rejection sensitivity was
significant for girls, but not for boys, as we had anticipated.
Figure 1 illustrates this interaction and shows that the associa-
tion between relational aggression and victimization was sig-
nificant only among girls high in rejection sensitivity. This
apparent gender difference in moderation was confirmed as
significant in a model with all participants testing the three-
way interaction of relational aggression, rejection sensitivity,
and gender (b ¼ 0.19, p , .05).

1. Because some theories and studies suggest that relational victimization
also may precede increasing aggressive behavior over time (Mathieson
et al., 2011), we reestimated all models to examine victimization as the
concurrent correlate of aggression and as the antecedent of aggression
at T2 controlling for aggression at T1. In addition, we tested whether emo-
tional sensitivity moderated the association of relational victimization
with concurrent and later aggression. Apart from the associations reported
here between victimization and aggression for girls, there were no addi-
tional associations and no significant moderation of the impact of victim-
ization on aggression by emotional sensitivity for either boys or girls.
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Table 1. Bivariate correlations between all variables, means and standard deviations, and comparison of boys (n ¼ 176)
and girls (n ¼ 178)a

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Relational aggression, T1 —
2. Relational victimization, T1 .14** —
3. Relational victimization, T2 .18** .71** —
4. Rejection sensitivity 2.04 .22** .22** —
5. Fear of negative evaluation 2.01 .30** .24** .56** —
6. Intimacy avoidance 2.05 .17** .20** .21** .23** —
8. Age 2.04 .03 .04 .01 .11 .06

M (SD) 20.05 (0.76) 0.00 (0.83) 0.02 (0.91) 11.69 (4.57) 2.41 (1.11) 1.48 (0.65)
Boys, M (SD) 20.06 (0.73) 0.05 (0.86) 0.06 (0.93) 11.43 (4.48) 2.21 (1.06) 1.53 (0.67)
Girls, M (SD) 20.04 (0.79) 20.05 (0.81) 20.03 (0.89) 11.92 (4.68) 2.59 (1.12) 1.44 (0.63)
Gender comp, t (352) 20.29 1.15 0.87 21.01 23.57** 1.27

Note: N¼ 358. T1, Time 1; T2, Time 2.
aFour participants did not provide their gender.
*p , .05. **p , .01.

Table 2. Results of regressing Time 1 (T1) victimization on aggression and emotional sensitivity, and
tests of the moderating effects of emotional sensitivity

Boys (n¼ 176) Girls (n¼ 178)

Independent Variables B (SE) b B (SE) b

Model 1

Step 1
A. Relational aggression, T1 0.04 (0.09) 0.04 0.26 (0.07) 0.25**
B. Rejection sensitivity, T1 0.04 (0.01) 0.21** 0.04 (0.01) 0.24**

Step 2
A. Relational aggression, T1 0.05 (0.09) 0.04 0.25 (0.07) 0.25**
B. Rejection sensitivity, T1 0.04 (0.01) 0.21** 0.04 (0.01) 0.23**
A×B 20.02 (0.02) 20.08 0.04 (0.02) 0.18**

Model 2

Step 1
A. Relational aggression, T1 0.03 (0.09) 0.03 0.26 (0.07) 0.25**
B. Fear of neg evaluation, T1 0.23 (0.06) 0.28** 0.24 (0.05) 0.34**

Step 2
A. Relational aggression, T1 0.04 (0.09) 0.03 0.21 (0.07) 0.20**
B. Fear of neg evaluation, T1 0.23 (0.06) 0.28** 0.24 (0.05) 0.34**
A×B 20.07 (0.07) 20.08 0.15 (0.06) 0.17*

Model 3

Step 1
A. Relational aggression, T1 0.04 (0.09) 0.04 0.25 (0.07) 0.25**
B. Intimacy avoidance, T1 0.11 (0.11) 0.09 0.27 (0.09) 0.21**

Step 2
A. Relational aggression, T1 0.04 (0.09) 0.03 0.26 (0.07) 0.26**
B. Intimacy avoidance, T1 0.11 (0.11) 0.09 0.27 (0.09) 0.21**
A×B 20.09 (0.20) 20.04 20.11 (0.10) 20.09

Note: Age was also included in the models, but it is not shown and was never significantly associated with relational victimization.
Boys: Model 1: Step 1, R2 ¼ .06, F (3, 172)¼ 3.6*; Step 2, DR2 ¼ .01, DF (1, 171)¼ 1.2. Model 2: Step 1, R2 ¼ .07, F (3, 172)¼
5.5**; Step 2, R2 ¼ .01, DF (1, 171)¼ 1.2. Model 3: Step 1, R2 ¼ .03, F (3, 172)¼ 1.4; Step 2, DR2 ¼ .00, D F(1, 171)¼ 0.2. Girls:
Model 1: Step 1, R2 ¼ .10, F (3, 174) ¼ 7.9**; Step 2, DR2 ¼ .03, D F (1, 173) ¼ 6.2*. Model 2: Step 1, R2 ¼ .16, F (3, 174) ¼
12.6**; Step 2, R2 ¼ .03, DF (1, 173)¼ 5.6*. Model 3: Step 1, R2 ¼ .11, F (3, 174)¼ 7.0**; Step 2, DR2 ¼ .01, DF (1, 173)¼ 1.4.
*p , .05. **p , .01.
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Figure 1. The association between girls’ relational aggression (RA) and rela-
tional victimization at Time 1 (T1) moderated by rejection sensitivity (RS).
The three-way interaction of relational aggression, RS, and gender was signif-
icant (b ¼ 0.19, p , .05).

Figure 2. The association between girls’ relational aggression (RA) and rela-
tional victimization at Time 1 (T1) moderated by fear of negative evaluation
(FNE). The three-way interaction of relational aggression, FNE, and gender
was significant (b ¼ 0.18, p , .05).

Table 3. Results of regressing Time 2 Victimization (net of Time 1 [T1] victimization) on aggression
and emotional sensitivity, and tests of the moderating effects of emotional sensitivity

Boys (n¼ 176) Girls (n¼ 178)

Independent Variables B (SE) b B (SE) b

Model 1

Step 1
A. Relational aggression, T1 20.03 (0.06) 20.02 0.26 (0.07) 0.23**
B. Rejection sensitivity, T1 0.02 (0.01) 0.10 0.01 (0.01) 0.07

Step 2
A. Relational aggression, T1 20.02 (0.06) 20.01 0.26 (0.07) 0.23**
B. Rejection sensitivity, T1 0.02 (0.01) 0.09 0.01 (0.01) 0.07
A×B 20.03 (0.01) 20.10 20.01 (0.01) 20.05

Model 2

Step 1
A. Relational aggression, T1 20.03 (0.06) 20.03 0.26 (0.07) 0.23**
B. Fear of neg evaluation, T1 0.03 (0.04) 0.03 0.05 (0.05) 0.06

Step 2
A. Relational aggression, T1 20.03 (0.06) 20.02 0.26 (0.07) 0.23**
B. Fear of neg evaluation, T1 0.03 (0.04) 0.04 0.04 (0.05) 0.06
A×B 20.04 (0.05) 20.04 20.01 (0.06) 20.01

Model 3

Step 1
A. Relational aggression, T1 20.03 (0.06) 20.02 0.26 (0.07) 0.23**
B. Intimacy avoidance, T1 0.08 (0.07) 0.06 0.19 (0.08) 0.13*

Step 2
A. Relational aggression, T1 20.03 (0.06) 20.02 0.22 (0.06) 0.19**
B. Intimacy avoidance, T1 0.08 (0.08) 0.06 0.19 (0.08) 0.13*
A×B 0.00 (0.13) 0.00 0.35 (0.08) 0.24**

Note: Age and relational victimization at T1 were also included in the models, but they are not shown here. Boys: Model 1: Step 1,
R2 ¼ .63, F (4, 171)¼ 72.3**; Step 2, DR2 ¼ .01, DF (1, 170)¼ 5.0*. Model 2: Step 1, R2 ¼ .61, F (4, 171)¼ 70.0**; Step 2, R2 ¼
.00, DF (1, 170) ¼ 0.8. Model 3: Step 1, R2 ¼ .62, F (4, 171) ¼ 1.4; Step 2, DR2 ¼ .00, DF (1, 170) ¼ 0.0. Girls: Model 1: Step 1,
R2 ¼ .46, F (4, 173)¼ 36.1**; Step 2, DR2 ¼ .00, DF (1, 172)¼ 0.8. Model 2: Step 1, R2 ¼ .45, F (4, 173)¼ 35.9**; Step 2, R2 ¼
.00, DF (1, 172) ¼ 0.0. Model 3: Step 1, R2 ¼ .47, F (4, 173) ¼ 38.1**; Step 2, DR2 ¼ .06, DF (1, 172) ¼ 20.2**.
*p , .05. **p , .01.
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Fear of negative evaluation as a correlate and moderator.
The results for similar analyses with fear of negative evalu-
ation replacing rejection sensitivity are also provided in
Table 2 (Model 2). As was found for rejection sensitivity,
Step 1 revealed that fear of negative evaluation was associated
with greater concurrent levels of victimization for boys and
for girls. In addition, the interaction between relational ag-
gression and fear of negative evaluation was significant for
girls, but not for boys, as we had anticipated. Figure 2 illus-
trates this interaction and shows that the association between
relational aggression and victimization was significant only
among girls high in rejection sensitivity. This apparent gen-
der difference in moderation was confirmed as significant
in a model with all participants testing the three-way interac-
tion of relational aggression, fear of negative evaluation, and
gender (b ¼ 0.18, p , .05).

Intimacy avoidance as a correlate and moderator. In the final
two models, intimacy avoidance was the emotional sensitivity
measure of interest (see Table 2, Model 3). In Step 1, intimacy
avoidance was associated with more victimization among
girls but not among boys. Interactions between relational ag-
gression and intimacy avoidance, tested in Step 2, were not
significant for boys or for girls.

Associations of aggression and emotional sensitivity
with victimization over time

The next models tested whether these associations and mod-
eration effects would be found over time by testing whether
Time 1 (T1) relational aggression was associated with Time
2 (T2) relational victimization after we had adjusted for T1
relational victimization. For ease of expression, we refer to
these models as examining changes in relational victimiza-
tion over time. In each model, the dependent variable was
relational victimization assessed at T2. We again tested
three hierarchical linear regressions for boys and three for
girls using two steps. In the first step, we entered T1 rela-
tional victimization, T1 relational aggression, and a measure
of T1 emotional sensitivity. In the second step, we entered
the interaction between T1 aggression and T1 emotional
sensitivity. As done previously, if an interaction was signif-
icant, we reestimated the model using the Statistical Package
for the Social Sciences Process macro (Hayes, 2013) and
constructed a figure to illustrate the moderation effect. A
model including the three-way interaction of relational ag-
gression, emotional sensitivity, and gender was also subse-
quently tested to determine whether gender differences in
moderation were significant.

Rejection sensitivity as a correlate and moderator of changes
in relational victimization. As shown in Table 3, Model 1 re-
vealed no association of rejection sensitivity with changes in
relational victimization over time for either boys or girls.
However, girls who were identified by their peers as more re-
lationally aggressive at T1 showed more relative increases in

victimization from T1 to T2. This association was not found
for boys. For these models, the interactions, tested in Step 2,
were also not significant for boys or for girls.

Fear of negative evaluation as a correlate and moderator of
changes in relational victimization. Model 2, estimated sepa-
rately for boys and girls in Table 3, showed no association be-
tween fear of negative evaluation and changes in relational
victimization over time. The interactions, tested in Step 2,
were not significant for boys or for girls.

Intimacy avoidance as a correlate and moderator of changes
in relational victimization. As can be seen in Table 3, Step 1
of Model 3 revealed that girls (but not boys) who reported
greater intimacy avoidance at T1 were reported by their peers
to be more relationally victimized by T2 relative to T1. In
addition, in support of the hypotheses, the interaction be-
tween relational aggression and intimacy avoidance was sig-
nificant for girls, but not for boys. Figure 3 illustrates this in-
teraction and shows that the association between relational
aggression and avoidance was significant only among girls
high in intimacy avoidance. This apparent gender difference
in moderation was confirmed as significant in a model
with all participants testing the three-way interaction of rela-
tional aggression, intimacy avoidance, and gender (b¼ 0.18,
p , .05).

Discussion

The present longitudinal study supported the social process
model by showing that relational aggression is associated
with increasing relational victimization over time. In addition,
we extended this model to show that early adolescents’ per-
sonal emotional sensitivities strengthen associations between
aggression and victimization, especially among girls. Al-
though recent research has supported a social process model
by showing that earlier relational aggression predicts increas-
ing victimization over time among young children (Ostrov &
Godleski, 2013), to our knowledge, all previous studies on
the social process model in combination with the role of emo-

Figure 3. The association between girls’ Time 1 (T1) relational aggression
(RA) and Time 2 (T2; relative to T1) relational victimization moderated by
intimacy avoidance. The three-way interaction of relational aggression, inti-
macy avoidance, and gender was significant (b ¼ 0.18, p , .05).
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tional vulnerabilities in these social processes have been
cross-sectional (see Matheison et al., 2011).

In the present study, multiple aspects of early adolescents’
emotional vulnerability were examined, and there was good
consistency in the findings across different measures,
strengthening support for their importance for understanding
relational aggression and its links to victimization. As has
been very important in this area of research (Card et al.,
2008; Matheison et al., 2011; Rose & Rudolph, 2006; Zim-
mer-Gembeck, Pronk, Goodwin, Mastro, & Crick, 2013),
we differentiated all analyses by gender, expecting that our
models would apply more strongly to girls than to boys.
The results were in line with our expectations. Although vic-
timization and aggression were associated among girls, and
more strongly associated among girls higher in emotional
sensitivity, they were not associated for boys either concur-
rently or over time, regardless of the level or type of emo-
tional sensitivity that was under examination.

More specifically, when the associations between relational
aggression and concurrent and later relational victimization
were examined, small associations were found among the en-
tire sample. However, when these associations were examined
separately for boys and for girls in multivariate models (which
also accounted for the impact of emotional sensitivity), no as-
sociation between relational aggression and victimization was
found for boys either concurrently or over time. In contrast,
girls who were reported by their peers to be more relationally
aggressive were more highly victimized concurrently and were
victimized increasingly over time. The consideration of emo-
tional sensitivities, including rejection sensitivity, fear of
negative evaluation, and intimacy avoidance, helped to ex-
plain these associations. When two of these sensitivities, rejec-
tion sensitivity and fear of negative evaluation, were height-
ened in girls, the concurrent association between relational
aggression and victimization was particularly strong, but there
was no association between aggression and victimization
when these sensitivities were low. When longitudinal analyses
were conducted, the findings were similar, but the significant
moderator was intimacy avoidance. Thus, girls who were re-
ported by their peers to be higher in relational aggression
were also reported to experience more relational victimization
over time, but this was only the case for girls with heightened
intimacy avoidance.

To summarize, the major finding of the present study was
that relational aggression does co-occur quite strongly with
relational victimization and predict increasing victimization
over time, but these associations are made much clearer by
also considering gender and emotional sensitivity. Specifi-
cally, the association between relational aggression and vic-
timization is significant, but small, when it is examined
among all girls and boys, but it is never significant when ex-
amined for boys only. For girls only, the associations between
relational aggression and victimization are significant for
those with heightened emotional sensitivity.

These findings illustrate key propositions of the develop-
mental psychopathology framework by isolating the interplay

between psychological and social-contextual elements of
functioning and adjustment (Cicchetti & Toth, 2009). In par-
ticular, they underscore how similar behaviors can result in
different responses from the social world because of personal
determinants, which together might explain divergent devel-
opmental pathways to social and emotional adaptive or mal-
adaptive outcomes. Thus, building on these findings could
identify multifinality, whereby particular behaviors, even in
combination with similar emotional sensitivities, might result
in a developmental pathway of disorder (e.g., depression and
social anxiety) for girls but not for boys.

The fact that the current study shows girls who are highly
aggressive to be more highly victimized only when they have
high, but not low, emotional sensitivity suggests that rela-
tional aggression may provoke two different types of reac-
tions from others, dependent on the girl’s level of emotional
sensitivity. This raises the question of why some girls can en-
gage in high levels of relational aggression but not encounter
victimization in response. The present study findings suggest
that high emotional sensitivity is risk producing and low sen-
sitivity is protective of victimization by peers, but there are
multiple potential mechanisms regarding how this occurs
for aggressive girls.

One possibility is that some girls are low in sensitivity be-
cause they have had fewer negative peer experiences, such as
rejection. For example, it is known that the emotional sensi-
tivities of rejection sensitivity, fear of negative evaluation,
and social withdrawal (which may be associated with inti-
macy avoidance) are higher among adolescents who have ex-
perienced more rejection and feel lonelier (Chango et al.,
2012; London et al., 2007; McLachlan et al., 2010; Zim-
mer-Gembeck, Trevaskis, et al., 2014). Hence, aggressive
girls who are low on sensitivity may have both a history of so-
cial relationships and current social relationships with their
peers that are more positive than girls who are aggressive
and sensitive. It may be positive social history that protects
the former group from victimization.

A second possibility is that, rather than being particularly
low on peer rejection, girls who are relationally aggressive
and low on sensitivity may yield power and status in the group,
sending a signal that victimization is not an acceptable re-
sponse. These girls are able to be relationally aggressive with-
out suffering victimization in return. Such a pattern may iden-
tify girls with high status in the peer group who are also able to
use relational aggression in a more instrumental manner that is
targeted toward resource management and access (Frick &
Morris, 2004; Hawley, 2003; Hawley et al., 2007).

Consistent with this second possibility, research has
shown that instrumental aggression is more weakly associated
with peer victimization and emotional dysregulation than is
reactive aggression (Card & Little, 2007). Thus, examining
relational aggression in combination with emotional sensitiv-
ity may be identifying two different forms of aggression: an
instrumental form of aggression that is more common when
girls are low in emotional sensitivity and can implement rela-
tional aggression somewhat proactively and strategically to
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gain resources and to avoid peer relationship problems, and a
reactive form that occurs more frequently among youth who
are more emotionally sensitive and may have difficulties
with emotion dysregulation and display some social skill def-
icits. Such a view also recognizes the possible dyadic nature
of aggression, whereby features of the victims of the aggres-
sion may partly determine whether victimization occurs in re-
sponse to aggression. For example, aggressive girls who are
not overly emotionally sensitive may be aggressing against
peers whom they have selected because they are less likely
to respond with victimization. In contrast, aggressive girls
who are emotionally sensitive may be less selective because
they are highly reactive to social situations. This may mean
that they are more at risk of victimization in response to their
behavior (Bukowski & Abecassis, 2007; Card & Little, 2007;
Sippola, Paget, & Buchanan, 2007).

A third possibility is that girls’ misinterpretation of social
situations plays a role. For example, girls higher in rejection
sensitivity are biased toward perceiving rejection and over-
reacting to it (Downey, Lebolt, et al. 1998; Levy et al.,
2001; Zimmer-Gembeck, Trevaskis, et al., 2014). One reac-
tion is likely to be aggression (Zimmer-Gembeck & Nesdale,
2013), and for girls, this will most likely be relational aggres-
sion (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Geiger et al., 2004). Thus,
their peers may consider their aggressive behavior as more in-
appropriate to the situation or inexplicable, which results in
greater relational victimization as retaliation.

In summary, all of these possibilities have some, but lim-
ited, research support. Future research might focus on
whether each of these three possible mechanisms of risk
for, and protection from, relational victimization as a re-
sponse to relational aggression operate and, if they do,
whether they are all simultaneously important to understand-
ing the dynamics of adolescent aggression and victimization.
It will also be important to further consider why these asso-
ciations are only found for girls and not for boys. In particu-
lar, why would emotionally sensitive girls’ relational aggres-
sion be a spark for relational victimization by peers, but the
same pattern is not found for boys? It could be that an exam-
ination of multifinality is needed in future research via the in-
vestigation of a greater range of peer responses to aggression
(Cicchetti & Toth, 2009). In particular, boys’ relational ag-
gression could yield responses other than relational victim-
ization from peers. One such peer response could be physi-
cal victimization, with previous research showing that
different sensitivities and mechanisms account for when
and why aggression is associated with physical victimiza-
tion in comparison to relational forms of aggression and
victimization (e.g., Sijtsema, Shoulberg, & Murray-Close,
2011). It also may be that, because peer groups usually re-
main gender segregated in early adolescence, girls and
boys select different targets for their relational aggression,
with girls selecting girls and boys selecting boys. Girls
have been found to place more importance on relational ag-
gression and be more reactive to it, so they may be more
likely to retaliate with victimization then are boys (Rose &

Rudolph, 2006; Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2013). To investi-
gate these potential mechanisms, it would be informative to
examine multiple social outcomes of aggression in combi-
nation with examining features of the targets of such aggres-
sion in future research.

Although relational aggression and victimization were not
significantly associated among boys, we did find that boys
(and girls) who are higher in emotional sensitivity are reported
by their classmates to be higher in relational victimization con-
currently. Thus, sensitivity, but not aggression, may place boys
at risk for more relational victimization. In particular, it was
boys’ greater rejection sensitivity and fear of negative evalu-
ation, but not intimacy avoidance, that accounted for peer re-
ports of boys’ heightened relational victimization. Boys with
such increased sensitivity might show anxiety and vulnerabil-
ity in social interactions, thus placing them at more risk for re-
lational victimization. These findings, therefore, add to pre-
vious research that has shown boys and girls who report
elevated levels of social anxiety or social phobia to be more
likely to experience concurrent relational victimization (Storch
et al., 2003), as well as increasing the likelihood that they will
experience increasing victimization over time (Storch, Masia-
Warner, Crisp, & Klein, 2005).

One other set of findings to mention is the lack of gender
differences in relational aggression and victimization, as well
as the finding of only one difference in emotional sensitivity
(girls were higher in fear of negative evaluation than were
boys). This means that it is not the level of relational aggres-
sion and victimization that differentiates boys and girls, but
rather their interrelationship and the moderation of the inter-
relationship by emotional sensitivity.

The current study had a number of significant strengths,
three of which were the longitudinal design, the use of multi-
ple reporters, and the different response formats used to as-
sess the three different emotional sensitivity measures. De-
spite these strengths, the study also had three primary
limitations to acknowledge. First, some analyses were based
on cross-sectional data, and the longitudinal findings were
based on two waves with 8 months between them. This short
time period may have been a study limitation because there
was little time for change in victimization to occur. Second,
mostly White Australians participated, which limits general-
izability. Third, the measure of intimacy avoidance was de-
veloped for this study. This measure had a lower reliability
than would be ideal, despite being founded on a widely
used measure designed for older adolescents and adults. Fur-
ther research is needed to extend this measure or to replicate
this study using a new measure that has been recently pub-
lished for use with adolescents (Wilkinson, 2011).

Investigating pathways and interactions between individ-
ual characteristics (such as rejection sensitivity) and social
history of relational aggression can be used to identify
when and why relational victimization occurs and escalates
for some young people, particularly for some girls. Therefore,
these empirical findings have applied implications. First, in-
terventions focused on girls’ relationally aggressive behavior
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in combination with their emotional sensitivity might be
needed to reduce victimization, as well as aggression, among
early adolescents. Although such intervention might benefit
the entire peer group of a school, it could also be particularly
crucial to the well-being of those girls who are both relationally
aggressive and relationally victimized. Studies focusing on
more general forms of aggression have highlighted aggressive
victims as being at a heightened risk for poorer peer relations
and poorer emotional adjustment (Nansel et al., 2001; Schwartz,
2000; Toblin, Schwartz, Hopmeyer Gorman, & Abou-ezzed-
dine, 2005), with researchers arguing this risk is likely to extend
to aggressive relational victims (Crick et al., 2001).

Second, practitioners should assess a range of specific
emotional sensitivities to determine what to address. The sen-
sitivities measured here were varied and included a height-
ened anxious expectation of rejection, a more general fear
of being negatively evaluated by others, and a tendency to
de-value intimacy and closeness with peers. One or all of
these may be concerns requiring intervention for a single re-
lationally aggressive young person.

Third, peers could be allies in these processes, providing
information useful for identifying young people at risk, as
well as being important participants in school-based interven-
tions. Peers have the ability to report about who is aggressive
and who is victimized in the school, and recent findings show
that adolescents can also report about whom among their
classmates has heightened rejection sensitivity (Zimmer-
Gembeck, Trevaskis, et al., 2014). Evidence regarding the ef-
fectiveness of the KiVa antibullying program also highlights
the crucial role that peers might play during intervention. A
key goal of the KiVa program is to encourage bystanders to
take an active role in supporting children who are victimized.
Emerging findings support the efficacy of this strategy in re-

ducing bullying and victimization in general (Kärnä et al.,
2011), as well as relational forms of victimization in particu-
lar (Salmivalli, Kärnä, & Poskiparta, 2011).

Conclusion

The present study builds upon the huge body of theory and re-
search left to us by Nicki Crick. The findings also are consis-
tent with many developmental psycholopathology proposi-
tions (Cicchetti & Toth, 2009), most important the need to
examine the interplay between many levels of child and ado-
lescent experiences in order to identify pathways that maintain,
enhance, or degrade social or personal adjustment. We have
shown that, during early adolescence, relationally aggressive
behavior is not always associated with being victimized. Ra-
ther, consideration of the additional factors of emotional sensi-
tivity and gender can help to isolate when they are and when
they are not linked. For early adolescent girls, relational aggres-
sion only predicts concurrent or future victimization among
those high in emotional sensitivity, in the form of rejection sen-
sitivity, fear of negative evaluation, and intimacy avoidance.
For early adolescent boys, although relational aggression was
not a correlate of victimization, two emotional sensitivities
(i.e., rejection sensitivity and fear of negative evaluation) did
play a role in understanding why certain boys were more highly
victimized than others. These findings have applied implica-
tions and can be used to strengthen the bridge between research
and practice. More intense intervention efforts that address the
emotional sensitivities of rejection sensitivity, fear of negative
evaluation by others, and the avoidance of intimate peer rela-
tionships as risk factors might assist in reducing relational ag-
gression and victimization among both girls and boys.
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Appendix A

Intimacy avoidance items and factor loadings

Item 1. Nervous when friends want to be around me (0.41)
Item 2. Don’t want to get to know other kids (0.62)

Item 3. Try to avoid other kids (0.52)

Response options¼ 1 (not at all true about me) to 5 (very true about
me)
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