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ABSTRACT

The seventh and eighth grades are a time of growth, mentally and physically. During this
time students are trying to find their place in the middle school caste system. Through this
journey of self discovery, students may act out with a type of aggression called relational
aggression, more commonly known as emotional aggression. Through the use of taunting,
passing notes, exploitation, Internet bullying etc, more powerful students bully the less powerful.
This thesis uses the theoretical model of symbolic interaction to determine what social
characteristics that aggressor identifiers and victim identifiers see themselves as possessing, in
schools attended by students of Western Kentucky University, as well as seeking to find what
identity characteristics of students are aggressor identifiers and which students are victim
identifiers.

INDEX WORDS: relational aggression, bullying, bully, symbolic interaction, middle school,
teenagers
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INTRODUCTION
Ask almost anyone, and they will tell you that Middle School was not the best years of
their life. The body begins changing, hormones are raging and it's just an unpleasant time in
general. Middle School also encompasses a world of emotions. These emotions contribute to
various parts of a student’s life including relationships with family, friends, teachers, their school
work, how happy or sad they are and the level of violence or bullying in their lives. Statistics
range from 10%-27% of students being bullied to some schools reporting that 75% of their
students have been bullied (Wallace 2007). What spurs this violence? Where does this bullying
start? This violence starts with actions like teasing, and minor insults, and then escalates into
more intense violence (Lockwood 1997, Leitz 2003). These minor insults, like teasing, constitute
what scholars call “relational aggression,” which is the focus of this thesis.

AGGRESSION IN SCHOOLS
Relationships among high school students can be seen as relationally and emotionally
aggressive. Popular media has put a heavy focus on these relationships, which are ever present
in today's culture. These types of aggression can be seen in movies such as :Mean Girls,
Jawbreaker, Cruel Intentions, Drive Me Crazy, Pretty In Pink, Sixteen Candles, Dazed and
Confused, Carrie and Heathers (Behm-Morawitz 2008, Simmons 2002). Television has also seen
an influx of shows with relational aggression at the center: Gossip Girl (Schwartz 2007), Melrose
Place (Spelling 1992),
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Beverly Hills 90210 (Spelling 1990), and Degrassi (Schuyler 1987). Even teen novels showcase these
strained, relational aggression-filled relationships in popular books such as, Gossip Girl (von Ziegesar
2002), Angus, Thongs and Full Frontal Snogging (Rennison 2001) and The Clique (Harrison 2004). After
all, these are just a few examples of relationships that thrive on backbiting, rumors, unfriendly notes,
exclusion, etc. and the topic is as popular now as it ever was.

These shows are evidence that high schoolers, especially high school girls are regularly victims
of, and/or commit, relational and emotional aggression -art imitating life. Where does it begin, though?
This thesis proposes that the true source of these relationships can be found in Middle School. What is
learned at a young age is only amplified as the years go by and the students graduate from grade to
grade. This research focuses identity characteristics of middle school students, specifically in the 7th and
8th grade, and uses the theoretical perspective of symbolic interaction. This thesis explores the
reflections of almost 200 students, drawing on their experiences in the 7th and 8th grades. Based on
responses to hypothetical vignettes, students are classified into either being a victim identifier or an
aggressor identifier and then the subjects are compared using a semantic differential to explore selfevaluation or identity differences among the groups.
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THEORETICAL PERPECTIVE
This study uses Symbolic Interaction Theory (Mead 1925, Mead 2007), the self (James 1910),
and the social roles that the students see themselves in (Turner 1974), to explain relational aggression.
Identity, when it comes to relational aggression, is very important. Early symbolic interaction research
has determined that individuals have an identity based on how they are seen by other people (James
1910, Cooley 1902) and people like to be noticed by those on whom they are basing their selfperceptions (James 1910). This perception of the self influences how people interact with others and the
directions those actions take (Mead 1925, Cohen1959).

George Herbert Mead also said that “we appear as selves in our conduct insofar as we ourselves
take the attitude that others take toward us "(1925:270) A person’s definitions of himself/herself, based
on the internalization of the responses of others, dictates how he/she will conduct their lives on a dayto-day basis (Kuhn and MacPartland 1954). Students create these definitions, according to symbolic
interaction theory, because of how others perceive and respond to them (Strauss 1964, Cooley 1902).
So, if a student thinks that they are seen as a bully, or as having the characteristics of a bully, then the
student acts on those perceptions and behaves like a bully. Or, if a student engages in bullying behavior,
for whatever reason, they will eventually be seen by others and treated as a bully. This would also
eventually result in having a self concept as a bully, regardless of the initial rationalization for the
bullying behavior. (Strauss 1964).

The self, according to symbolic interaction, is the collection of ideas by which students perceives
themselves. (Spitzer, Couch and Stratton 1970). According to symbolic interaction theory, the student
would stay true to the “self” while keeping up with their relationships, no matter how much strain may
3

be put on the relationships. Also, within the self, a person, more specifically, the student, bases their
self-attitude on 1) social groups, 2) ideological beliefs, 3) interests, 4) ambitions and goals, and 5) selfevaluations (Kuhn 1960). In the context of this thesis, the concern is to understand how these selfattitudes correspond with the subject's perception of the world (as perceived through hypothetical
vignettes) and how this identity relates to the subjects own self-perception.
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CURRENT RESEACH
A number of researchers have looked at relational aggression in the school setting. Galen and
Underwood (1997) studied two hundred thirty-four 4th, 7th and 10th grade students to see how painful
they perceived social aggression. After gaining passive parental consent they gave the students
hypothetical vignettes and had them answer questions about the vignettes. Their results concluded that
7th grade students see social aggression as more painful than physical aggression, while the 4th and
10th graders saw physical violence as more painful than social aggression. In the second part of their
study they observed socially aggressive behavior in girls. The researchers picked one girl to be the
"Confederate;" it was her job to be the difficult play partner. She would be boastful or critical, play
poorly and be very bossy. Then the researchers asked other girls in the play group what they thought of
the confederate. The girls were also asked to answer seven open ended questions about the play
session. The girls in the group saw the confederate as angrier than boys, they liked her less, and they felt
very mad because of her. Their research confirmed their hypothesis that "girls view socially and
physically aggressive behaviors as equally hurtful (596-598)."
Neal (2007) took a different approach to relational aggression. She studied it from a structural
approach. She argued that "the inherently social nature of relational aggression warrants an
examination of the effects of peer social network features on these behaviors." She says that the
structural perspective seeks to study the students social standing, not their individual person. Neal
explains past research on the differences in sex among student networks, such as how girls tend to
instigate relational aggressive tendencies. Then she discusses how being female changes the ratio of
relational to physical/verbal aggression. She explains how groups of students with similar power
encourage close relationships, whereas groups of students with different standings challenge how much
5

intimacy can be in the group. She then talks about the theory behind relational aggression. She refers
back to the theory "that relational aggression requires manipulation of social relationships" which
means that the students involved in these relationships need to know how to change their behaviors
based on the feelings and actions of the people around them. In her research she also found that over a
three-week period students were very unlikely to name the same person as their friend twice during
that period.
Leitz (2003) talks mostly about physical aggression but does not fail to show us that physical
aggression begins with relational aggression. Using quotes from her interviews she provides us with the
knowledge that physical aggression begins with relational aggression. She uses theories of
intersectionality to talk about the marginalized students by explaining that oppression is not the only
problem facing students, they also face problems that are created by a "matrix of domination." The
matrix of domination is created because of factors such as class, race, and gender and all of these affect
how children act today. Using data from the Building Assets in Middle School Girls Project as well as
being partnered with either a 6th, 7th or 8th grade girl, they took field notes about their meetings with
the girls; field notes about the interaction between the community, school, and the girls, as well as tapes
from their "sixteen tape-recorded semi-structured interviews" between the researchers and the girls.
The female students in this study were chosen because they were the most "at risk" students and they
were all minorities. She concluded that both girls and boys have very tough relationships in school. She
also concluded that the literature on oppositional cultures are true: "deviant behaviors are the result of
attempts to combat structures that are stacked against people-working to flip the stigmas of hierarchies
of race, class or other structural categories."

Simmons (2002) talks about the hidden culture of aggression in girls, conducted in depth (some
at home) interviews with students, parents and faculty. She says that conflict influences three areas of
girls lives: leadership, relationship violence and loss of self-esteem. She even goes to say that the girls in
6

hurtful friendships are likened to that of battered women. Her interviews not only give us this
information, but give us an unprecedented look into the lives of teenage girls and the problems they
face on a daily basis. The girls talked about name calling, make phone calls to other girls to talk bad
about each other without the girls knowing it, the "evil eye", possessiveness, bossiness, trust issues,
torture (stealing books, writing on a girls books), ripping clothes of other girls in the hallway, exclusion,
lying, etc. She even talks about what she calls "middlegirls", the girls that get stuck in the middle of an
argument and are the ones that are forced to iron out the wrinkles in friendships. Since her book
focuses mostly on girls she uses this analogy to show the difference between boys and girls, "whereas
males opted for 'fight or flight,' females would 'tend and befriend,'" and this just shows the beginning of
the differences. Girls seem to nurture the friendship even when it is spiraling into oblivion.
Harachi et al (2006) did a longitudinal study of boys and girls group membership. They examined
the dynamics of groups and whether behaviors became stagnant or changed over time as they
monitored the students from grades 2 to 8. For the girls, the researchers predictors seemed to line up
very well with the actual behavioral outcomes. Forty-eight percent of the girls in the study were in the
high aggression trajectory group, 62 girls in the moderate 147 in the low and 204 girls in the no
aggression trajectory group. Their data was collected by phone through "the annual parent telephone
survey, small group administered child interview, and teacher self-administered survey." They measured
behavioral problems, and how their social development was affected by themselves, their peers, their
family, school and their community. The groups remained fairly stable over time and by grade 7 "the
groups were similar in levels of aggression." They also determined that "depression and variables in the
school domain" could affect the levels of aggression in girls.
Hoff et al (2009) did their research on positions of high status in adolescence and how they
contributed to overt and relational aggression. They surveyed 234 sixth grades and asked them to
answer questions about aggression, social centrality, and coolness. The variable they used the most to
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asses social status was sociometric popularity. They tested this popularity by indexing the level of a
student’s popularity from grouped rating of how well a student is liked by their peers. They also tested
the association between overt aggression and relational aggression in early teens, as well as assessing
levels of how cool a student was. They had their entire participant sample split into "classrooms" and
passed out their survey. As a result of this study the researchers found that girls were more relationally
aggressive than the boys. Even in mixed-sex groups, girls were seen as more relationally aggressive.
Lansford, et al (2009) wrote an article about their empirical research on social standing in peer
groups and, whether or not this activity is stagnant or dynamic. They conducted self-report
questionnaires given to a sample of 327 students. This survey/study followed the students from 7th to
8th grade to examine the stability of their relationships. They were surveyed on "social preference,
perceived popularity, network centrality, and leadership. The results of this study were that these
attitudes were stable from 7th to 9th grade. They also concluded that social standing in the 7th grade
can predict your social standing in the 8th grade as well and concluded that changes in social standing
could be predicted by gender and alcohol usage between 7th and 8th grade. The prediction from 7th
grade also helped determine aggression levels in the 8th grade.
Lockwood (1997) did a longitudinal study that showed people how violent middle school and
high school students are. Even though Lockwood’s bulletin focused more on physical aggression he still
talked about some relational aggressive behaviors such as, backbiting, verbal teasing, insults, wrongful
accusations and advances toward a boyfriend or girlfriend that was not that student’s. Within their
observation frame, they witnessed 23 instances of backbiting and verbal teasing. This analysis was done
by conducting interviews with boys and girls who attended public schools with a high rate of violence.
After the interviews, the researcher found that out of the 110 interviews, 250 violent incidents had
happened with the past year. The interviews were about an hour long, open ended and the interviewees
were told to speak as freely as they felt comfortable.
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Coyne (2006) studied the frequency and harmfulness of indirect, relational and social
aggression. She studied these actions using information processing theory, by saying that students learn
these types of behaviors and aggression by watching these types of aggression on television. The
purpose of her study, though, was assessed using the indirect/social/relational aggression scale (ISRA) to
determine the frequency and harmfulness of these types of aggression. She conducted a questionnaire
in 17 classrooms, and asked each student to think about the way other students in their grade had been
treated in the past week. Coyne concluded that relation aggression was only partially supported by the
data, but is definitely happening in schools.
Crick and Grotpeter (1995) looked into "relational aggression, gender, and social, psychological
adjustmet." She focuses on the female population, because prior to her research not much had been
done on the topic of female aggression. She used a peer nomination tool to sample 3rd through 6th
grade students and assessed overt and social-psychological adjustment by asking questions about
purposeful attempts at harm, and peer relationships. Then she also asked about behaviors and isolation.
The children were even asked to nominate other students in the class based on their actions. She also
assessed social anxiety, avoidance, and depression. She concluded that relational aggression is a distinct
construct and is separated from overt aggression.
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HYPOTHESES
This study focuses on 12 different research hypotheses:

H1:

Aggressor identifiers rate themselves as more popular, while victim identifiers rate
themselves as less popular.

H2:

Aggressor identifiers rate themselves as richer, while victim identifiers rate themselves
as poorer

H3:

Aggressor identifiers rate themselves as more studious ,while victim identifiers rate
themselves as less studious.

H4:

Aggressor identifiers rate themselves as more athletic, while victim identifiers rate
themselves as "couch potatoes."

H5

Aggressor identifiers rate themselves as smarter, while victim identifiers rate
themselves as more ignorant.

H6

Aggressor identifiers rate themselves as more good looking, while victim identifiers rate
themselves as more homely.

H7

Aggressor identifiers rate themselves as part of the upper class, while victim identifiers
rate themselves as part of the lower class.

H8

Aggressor identifiers rate themselves as thinner, while victim identifiers rate themselves
as more overweight.

H9:

Aggressor identifiers rate themselves as more aggressive, while victim identifiers rate
themselves as more passive.

H10:

Aggressor identifiers rate themselves as more outgoing, while victim identifiers rate
themselves as more reserved.

H11:

Aggressor identifiers rate themselves as kinder, while victim identifiers rate themselves
as meaner.

H12:

Subject identity based on vignette ratings (aggressor, neutral, or victim identifier) will
correlate with self classification.
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METHODS

The Sample
To test these 12 hypotheses, surveys were administered to four classes of Introduction to
Sociology in the Fall semester, 2009, and to four Introduction to Sociology classes in the Spring of 2010.
This also represented students from seven different faculty members. A total of 213 completed the
surveys, though five surveys were discarded because they were only partially complete, yielding a final
sample size of 208. The study included college students of many different ages, backgrounds, and
ethnicities. One hundred and nineteen females and 89 males completed the survey. The survey
consisted of 4 demographic questions including gender, type of school attended from 7th -8th grade
(private or public), population of the setting of your school, and population of your grade.
The data was manually entered into EXCEL and then loaded it into SPSS. Of the 208 students in
the survey, the 89 men in the sample were excluded since this study pertains only to the perceptions of
aggression among teenage girls. Therefore, the analysis that follows pertains only to the 119 females
who completed the survey.

Self-Perception
The survey included a 13 question semantic differential, which explored different characteristics of the
students by asking them to label themselves within each of these 13 bipolar adjectives on a scale of one
to seven:
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1

to

7

unpopular

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

popular

poor

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

rich

poor student

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

studious

couch potato

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

athletic

ignorant

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

smart

irreligious

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

religious

homely

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

good looking

lower class

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

upper class

not creative

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

creative

overweight

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

thin

passive

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

aggressive

reserved

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

outgoing

mean

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

kind

Vignettes and Bully Self-Label
The next questions were vignettes designed to portray different types of relational aggression,
and then the students ranked on the 7 point scale how they would perceive their middle school self in
relation to the characters in the vignette. Many vignettes were used but only 4 were actually tested, the
rest were decoy vignettes, the four vignettes used were vignettes A, B, C, and D (see appendix A for
survey), and a question concerning the extent to which the subject self-identified as a bully. Throughout
the survey, the student was reminded to think back to their own middle school experience and reflect
upon their middle school identity.
Vignette A:
Jacob and Ryan used to hang out together all the time and play sports together or watch TV or play
video games. One day at school a group of boys asked Ryan to sit at their table at lunch but didn't ask
Jacob, and they told Ryan not to talk to Jacob anymore. Even in classes that they have together, Ryan
and Jacob sit together but the other kids pass notes to Ryan and openly make it known that Jacob is not
welcome in their group. Jacob eventually moves seats and sits in the very back and hardly looks at
anyone, including the teacher.
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When You Were In Middle School:
To whom would you relate the most: Jacob or Ryan?
Jacob oo
o
o
o
o
o Ryan

Vignette B:
Shawna and Katie used to be best friends until Shawna started hanging out with a more popular crowd.
The popular kids wanted Shawna to openly make fun of Katie in the hallway. Later that day, at school,
while going to class Shawna yelled at Katie and made fun of her clothing. After a week of this behavior
Katie would hide in the restrooms as much as possible to avoid the jeers of her classmates.

When You Were In Middle School:
To whom would you relate the most: Katie or Shawna?
Katie o
o
o
o
o
o
o Shawna

Vignette C:
Last night on the Internet Josh and Kasi were chatting and Kasi told Josh how many boys she has kissed.
Josh started chatting with some of his guy friends, spreading rumors about Kasi and the boys in their
school. Kasi has no idea that Josh is doing this and the next day at school she wonders why all of the
students are laughing and snickering at her in the hallway. This behavior continues for the next few
weeks and eventually someone tells Kasi that Josh is the one spreading the rumors. Because of the
mental and emotional damage done, Kasi avoids boys for a while and eventually she becomes a lesbian
that is excommunicated by her very religious family.

When You Were In Middle School:
To whom would you relate the most: Kasi or Josh?
Kasi o o
o
o
o
o
o Josh

Vignette D:
Brian and Kyle were best friends when they were little. When they got older Kyle began to play football
and quit talking to Brian because Brian wasn't very interested in athletics. Kyle then began to spread
rumors about Brian since they were no longer friends. Brian heard these rumors and quit going to school
for a while (feigning sickness) to escape the sneers of his fellow classmates.
When You Were In Middle School:
To whom would you relate the most: Brian or Kyle?
Brian o o
o
o
o
o
o Kyle

Bully:
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If you are watching a movie and a character is being bullied do you identify more with the bully or the
student being bullied?
The student being bullied

o

o

o

o

o

o

o The Bully

Characteristics of the Sample
Tables 1-3 show the distribution of the female respondents according to Size of City, Size
of 8th Grade Class and Type of School attended. The majority of females surveyed came from towns of
less than 100,000 people, with an 8th grade class of under 250 students and mostly attended public
schools.

Table 1

Frequency Distribution for Size of City In Middle School (n=119)
City Population

Frequency

Less than 50,000

46

50000-100,000

47

100,000-150,000

10

150000

16

Table 2

Frequency Distribution for Size of 8th Grade Class (n=119)
Size of 8th Grade Class

Frequency

Under 100

31

100-250

49

250-500

31

500-750

4

750-1000

4
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Table 3
Frequency Distribution for Type of School Attended (n=117)

Type of School Attended

Frequency

Private

22

Public

95

Mean Scores on Semantic Differential
Table 4 shows the mean scores on the eleven items in the semantic differential scale. Based on the 7point response format used for each adjective pair in the scale, a mean below 4.0 indicates an average
response tending toward the less desirable dimension of the adjective pair, and means above 4.0
indicate an average response tending toward the more desirable.
Table 4.

Mean Scores on 7-point Semantic Different Scale
Characteristics
Mean Standard Deviation
Unpopular/Popular

5.1

1.4

Poor/Rich

4.5

1.0

Poor student/Studious

5.7

1.1

Couch potato/Athletic

5.4

1.8

Ignorant/Smart

6.0

0.9

Irreligious/Religious

5.2

1.8

Homely/Good looking

4.9

1.2

Lower/Upper class

4.8

1.2

Not creative/Creative

5.3

1.5

Overweight/Thin

5.3

1.7

Passive/Aggressive

3.6

1.6

Reserved/Outgoing

4.8

1.7

15

Mean/Kind

5.8

1.2

Dimension. The highest mean (6.0) was reported for “Ignorant/Smart”followed by
“Mean/Kind” (5.8) and “Poor student/Studious” (5.7). These mean indicate that the respondents,
in general, saw themselves as tending toward “smart, kind and studious.” The only mean below
4.0 was for the adjective pair “Passive/Aggressive”, suggesting that most subjects saw
themselves as “passive” rather than “aggressive.”

Victim, Neutral and Aggressor Identifiers
Table 5 shows the percent distributions of the responses to the four vignettes. In each instance, the
modal response chosen was a “4” indicating that most subjects chose to identify
Table 5
Percent Distribution of Responses on Vignettes (n=119)

Response
Vignette A

Vignette B

Vignette C

Vignette D

1 (left
most
bubble)

3.00%

4.00%

2.00%

1.00%

2

8.00%

12.00%

4.00%

8.00%

3

11.00%

17.00%

13.00%

21.00%

4

44.00%

46.00%

48.00%

45.00%

5

22.00%

14.00%

23.00%

17.00%

6

7.00%

6.00%

6.00%

4.00%

5.00%

1.00%

3.00%

3.00%

7 (right
most
bubble)
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with neither the “victim” or the “aggressor.” Table 5 also shows that the frequency distributions
for all four vignettes were somewhat normal, with the percentages decreasing systematically
from 4-3-2-1 (in the direction of identifying with the victim) as well as from 4-5-6-7 (in the
direction of identifying with the aggressor). Overall, the response distributions for the four
vignettes were remarkably similar.

The responses to the four vignettes were then used to classify subjects according to type of selfidentification (or social role). First, a temporary variable was created to tally the number of times each
subject chose to identify with the victim in the two most extreme response categories (i.e., a 1 or a 2).
This “Score on Identifies with Victim” (see Table 6 below) ranged from 0 (respondent never chose a
response of “1” or “2” on any vignette) to 4 (respondent

Table 6

Bivariate Distribution of Victim Identifiers By Aggressor Identifier

Score on Identifies with
Aggressor
Score on Identifies with Victim
0

1

2

3

0

62

18

3

3

1

16

3

0

0

2

7

3

0

0

3

3

1

0

0
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chose a response of “1” or “2”on all 4 vignettes). Next, a temporary variable was created to tally the
number of times subjects chose the two most extreme values for identification with the aggressor (a “6”
or a “7”). This “Score on Identifies with Victim” (see Table 6 below) also ranged from a 0 (never chose a
response of “6” or “7”) to a possible of 4 (chose a response of “6” or “7” on all 4 vignettes).
These two tallies were then cross-tabulated as shown in Table 6. This table tells us that 26
subjects (16+7+ 3as shown in the box in Table 6) consistently identified with the victim and never chose
an extreme response showing identification with the aggressor (thus a “0” on “Identifies with the
Aggressor”) A total of 24 subjects(18+ 3+ 3 as shown in the box in Table 6) consistently identified with
the aggressor and never with the victim (a “0” on “Identifies with the Victim”). Therefore, a total of 26
subjects were classified as being a “Victim Identifier” and 24 subjects were classified as being an
“Aggressor Identifier” and the 62 subjects who never identified in the extreme with either the victim or
the aggressor (a score of 0 on both variables) were classified as being a “Neutral Identifier.”
However, a total of seven subjects (the 3+3+1 shown in column 2 of Table 6) were inconsistent.
All seven of the subjects identified once with the aggressor and once, twice or three times with the
victim. These subjects were seen as inconsistent in their rating and were pooled with the 62 “Neutral
Identifier” subjects.
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FINDINGS

Average scores for the “Victim Identifier” (n=26) and “Aggressor Identifier”(n=24) female
subjects on the 11-item semantic differential scale are reported in Table 7. This table also summarizes
the information to test hypotheses 1-11. That is, compared with Victim Indentifiers, Aggressor
Identifiers were hypothesized to be: (1) more popular, (2) richer, (3) more studious, (4) more athletic, (5)
smarter, (6) more good looking, (7) upper class, (8) thinner, (9) more aggressive, (10) more outgoing,
and (11) meaner.
Table 7
Mean Semantic Differential Scores for Victim Identifiers and Aggressor Identifiers

Semantic Differential

t

Significance

(n=24)
5.58

-2.90

**

4.50

4.79

-1.07

n.s.

Poor Student/Studious

6.08

5.92

0.59

n.s.

Couch Potato/Athletic

5.27

5.96

-1.42

n.s

Smart/Ignorant

6.04

6.08

-0.19

n.s.

Irreligious/Religious

4.85

5.67

-1.58

n.s.

Homely/Good Looking

4.65

4.88

-0.62

n.s.

Mean for
Victim
Identifier

Mean for
Aggressor
Identifier

Unpopular/Popular

(n=26)
4.42

Poor/Rich
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Lower/Upper Class

4.88

4.92

-0.09

n.s.

Not Creative/Creative

5.00

5.08

-0.19

n.s.

Overweight/Thin

4.73

5.88

-2.40

**

Passive/Aggressive

3.04

3.92

-2.04

*

Reserved/Outgoing

4.00

5.21

-2.61

**

Mean/Kind

5.73

5.92

-0.55

n.s.

* significant at alpha=.05
** significant at alpha=.01

Of the eleven difference of means t-tests shown in Table 7, four were statistically significant (alpha=.05).
According to this table, students who were classified as Aggressor Identifiers also rated themselves as
more popular, thinner, aggressive and outgoing than Victim Identifiers. Or, stated differently, Victim
Identifiers were found to significantly rate themselves as more unpopular, overweight, passive and
reserved than the Victim Identifiers. Differences according to rich/poor, poor student/studious, couch
potato/athletic, smart/ignorant, irreligious/religious. homely/good-looking, -lower class/upper class, not
creative/creative and mean/kind were not statistically significant. For Hypotheses 1, 8, 9, and 10 the
null hypothesis can be rejected while in the others we failed to reject the null.
Vignette Versus Self-Labeling of Identity
Hypothesis 12 investigates whether there is a correlation between type of identity (Victim Identifier.
Neutral Identifier or Aggressor Identifier) based on responses given in the vignettes, and the
respondent's identity based on a self-rating ("If you are watching a movie and a character is being
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bullied do you identify more with the bully or the student being bullied?”).

Table 8
Self-Identification Versus Vignette Identification of Victim Identifiers and Aggressor Identifiers

Vignette Identifiers
Self-Identification

Victim

Neutral

Aggressor

Victim

25

31

9

Neutral

1

30

6

Aggressor

0

8

9

x2=33.70, df=4, p=.000, G=.66.

Table 8 shows a cross-tabulation of the identity based on vignettes and identity based on selfidentification. Subjects with a response of "1", "2" or "3" on the self-identification question were
treated as Victim Identifiers, those with a "4" as Neutral, and those with a "5", "6" or "7" as an Aggressor
Identifier. Table 8 shows that the majority of the subjects self-identified themselves as "victim"
sympathizers (25+31+5=65 in the top row or 54 percent of the women). This was expected since
identifying with the victim is the more socially acceptable and politically correct response. However, 17
subjects did self-identify as an aggressor (8+9=17 in the bottom row of Table 8).

Table 8 also shows how the self-identification related to the identity classification or social role
based on the responses to the vignettes. Of the 26 Victim Identifiers based on the vignettes (first
column of Table 8), all but one was also self-classified as a Victim Identifier based the response to the
“bully” question. But, of the 24 Aggressor Identifiers based on the vignettes (the 3rd column in the
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table), only 9 self-identified as an aggressor, and 9 claimed self-identification with the victim. Chi-square
was calculated to determine if there was a relationship between self- based and vignette-based identity.
According to Table 8, chi-square is significant (p<.001) and Gamma (G=.66) indicates there is a
moderately strong relationship. Based on this, the null hypothesis for H12 can be rejected. There is a
significant relationship between self and vignette-based identity classification.

Semantic Differential Scores Based on Self-Labeling
Table 9 looks at the mean semantic differential scores between Victim Identifiers and Aggressor
Identifiers when self-identification is used as the basis of the comparison. This time,

Table 9
Mean Semantic Differential Scores for Victim Identifiers and Aggressor Identifiers

Semantic Differential

Mean for
Victim
Identifier

Mean Aggressor
Identifier

t

Significance
(p)

Unpopular/Popular

4.42

5.2

-2.62

**

Poor/Rich

4.5

4.45

0.22

n.s.

Poor Student/Studious

6.08

5.51

2.4

**

Couch Potato/Athletic

5.27

5.17

0.23

n.s

Smart/Ignorant

6.04

5.91

0.61

n.s.

Irreligious/Religious

4.85

5.22

-0.90

n.s.
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Homely/Good Looking

4.65

4.96

-1.21

n.s.

Lower/Upper Class

4.88

4.77

0.43

n.s.

Not Creative/Creative

5.00

5.45

-1.33

n.s.

Overweight/Thin

4.73

5.23

-1.34

n.s.

Passive/Aggressive

3.04

3.62

-1.63

n.s.

Reserved/Outgoing

4.00

4.96

-2.58

**

Mean/Kind

5.73

5.8

-0.24

n.s.

* significant at alpha=.05
** significant at alpha=.01

using self-identification, the comparison is between 65 Victim Identifiers and 17 Aggressor Identifiers
(ignoring the Neutrals). Of the 11 comparisons shown in Table 9, based on self-classification, Victim
Identifiers saw themselves as significantly less popular, more studious, and more "reserved." Victim
Identifiers were no different that Aggressor Identifiers on 8 of the bipolar adjectives in the scale.
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CONCLUSION

It is quite evident, even among these few significant relationships, that students identify as
either being a victim identifier or an aggressor identifier and each of these groups possess distinct
characteristics (Simmons 2002). Students see themselves as powerful because of the way they look or
the characteristics they possess, and this aggression is not something to be taken lightly (Simmons 2002
Mead 1925).
Symbolic interaction, how the self materializes itself from perceptions of others, and this
research shows that relational aggression is something that has happened and is most likely still
happening. The research also shows that appearances such as how thin or overweight, popular or
unpopular, aggressive or passive, and reserved or outgoing have the ability to dictate whether or not a
student identifies with aggressor or victim tendencies. We can’t assume causality, but it is something
that could be further studied.
It almost seems as though, even though there is no research to confirm this, the more popular
students, which also happen to be the aggressor identifiers, are protected by their popularity. Could it
be that schools foster this type of aggression by allowing the more popular students to have the most
influence over the faculty and staff, which in turn hurts the more passive students that are victim
identifiers? This is also another area that could be further studied.
How does this research affect the schools? Schools are letting this behavior continue when it
could be stopped. Why not begin a diversity course where students would learn how they are different,
but also learn what they have in common? Maybe if they could find common ground, then this
aggression would not be as prevalent. This is definitely an area in which more research should be
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conducted. A researcher could implement trial and error courses, and see which ones have the most
influence over time.
This aggression is not something that is going to disappear, it is going to take decades of
prevention tactics to try and change student and parent thinking, especially the way the aggressor
identifiers think. Research is the first step to admitting there is a problem and only then can steps be
taken to prevent it.
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