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SECTION 1

Relational Aggression Research: An Overview


1

The Development of Relational Aggression

An Introduction

SARAH M. COYNE AND JAMIE M. OSTROV ■

[Sarah Coyne]: I will never forget one series of events from high school. I remember walking down the hallway one day during lunch hour and a few of the popular football players started whispering and looking in my direction. I looked up at them, and they all started laughing. When I asked them what was up, they broke out into the song “Mmbop,” by Hansen. Back in the 1990s, this was a very popular song by a young boy band. Apparently, my peers felt that I resembled the boys in the band, mostly because of my short blonde hair, which was parted down the middle. They continued singing the song the next few times I walked past them, so I decided to completely avoid that hall at all costs. Unfortunately, the song caught on, and I could often hear it echoing in the school halls when I passed a group of students. The breaking point came at a high school dance when someone asked the DJ to play that song and then dedicated it to me in front of the whole school. Given that I was not very confident in myself at the time, I was completely crushed. Luckily, the teasing died down eventually, I graduated from high school, and I moved on with life, though the scars of this experience still remain nearly 20 years later.

I would go on to college and learn that this type of behavior was called by a variety of names, including relational, indirect, and social aggression. Such behavior is common, starting as early as preschool and remaining common into adulthood (Coyne et al., 2017; Nelson, Burner, Coyne, Hart, & Robinson, 2016). Most of the books on this topic that are on the market today focus on a victim’s painful experience with relational aggression. We have decided to start this book with one story that highlights the painful nature of these behaviors; we spend the rest of the book focusing on academic research examining how relational aggression develops over time.

THE CURRENT VOLUME

Historically, most research on aggressive behavior has focused on physical forms (e.g., hitting, scratching, biting). However, research over the last few decades has revealed that individuals use a variety of mechanisms to hurt each other, and many of these mechanisms are not physical. As described in the preceding example, we focus on one type of nonphysical aggression in the current volume—namely, relational aggression. Relational aggression is defined as behavior that is intended to harm another’s relationships or feelings of inclusion in a group (e.g., gossiping, social exclusion, spreading malicious rumors; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). Research reveals that relational and physical aggression, though related, are conceptually distinct in the mechanisms of harm, developmental growth, perpetrator characteristics, and more (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Crick, Ostrov, & Kawabata, 2007). Unlike physical aggression the scars of relational aggression are more difficult to see. However, victims (and aggressors) may experience strong and long-lasting consequences, including reduced self-esteem, loneliness, substance use, eating pathology, depression, and anxiety.

Over the past 25 years, the body of literature on relational aggression and other nonphysical forms of aggression has grown, predominantly focusing on gender differences, development, and risk and protective factors. Though there have been quite a few books aimed at a general audience, there have been few attempts to summarize the extant literature on relational aggression that is directed toward an academic audience (cf. Underwood, 2003). The current volume focuses on the development of relational aggression during childhood, adolescence, and emerging adulthood (with a brief mention of relational aggression in adulthood). We examine a number of risk factors and socializing agents and models (e.g., family, peers, media, school) that lead to the development of relational aggression over time. An understanding of how these behaviors develop will help inform intervention strategies to curb the use of relational aggression in schools, peer groups, and family relationships.

The current volume consists of five sections. Section 1 provides a series of overview chapters and covers broad literatures examining diverse aspects related to the development of relational aggression. Section 2 examines biobehavioral and evolutionary approaches to relational aggression. This section outlines biological and physiological risk factors and correlates in the development of relational aggression. Additionally, the evolution of relational aggression is detailed. Section 3 examines the socialization of relational aggression, with a focus on peers, parents, media, and siblings as different socializing agents. Section 4 examines relational aggression in a number of contexts, including various cultures and in school, and romantic relationships. Finally, Section 5 includes an extended chapter on relational aggression interventions. Additionally, we provide some closing thoughts in terms of the book as a whole and directions for future research.

RELATIONAL AGGRESSION RESEARCH: AN OVERVIEW

Section 1 begins with a discussion of definitions presented by Ostrov, Blakely-McClure, Perry, and Kamper-DeMarco (Chapter 2). Defining terms is important in this particular field. Indeed, there remains some debate regarding what to call the set of behaviors we focus on in this book, and there are strong feelings on various sides of the debate. We have chosen to use “relational aggression” as the primary term in this volume, though we also use the terms “indirect aggression” and “social aggression” to give respect to terms chosen by various researchers. Interestingly, the first time Jamie Ostrov and I met was over 10 years ago at a conference where I was presenting a paper discussing the use of these different terms (Coyne, Archer, & Eslea, 2006). I concluded that there was little difference in constructs and gave my preference of what to call these behaviors. Jamie disagreed with me, and highlighted some of the unique behaviors associated with each term. The field has become less contentious in the last decade (see Archer & Coyne, 2005; Underwood, Galen, & Paquette, 2001), and researchers have moved on from terminology disagreements to working together in a mission to understand the causes and consequences of relational aggression and related constructs. Indeed, it is a testament to these common goals and to mutual respect that Jamie and I decided to undertake this book, considering that we come from rather different academic backgrounds.

After discussing definitions, we examine the development of relational aggression over time. Though research has not yet examined the occurrence of relational aggression at every age, we are beginning to understand some general developmental pathways to this behavior. In Chapter 3, Casas and Bower detail the prototypical features of relational aggression from early childhood to adulthood. Their chapter focuses on normative changes (e.g., physical, social, cognitive, and emotional) in each major developmental period and why each may explain the appearance or adaptation of relational aggression during that time. This chapter also examines gender differences in the use of relational aggression. This topic is probably one of the most often studied in this field, and actual gender differences are not as strong as gender stereotypes may lead us to believe (e.g., Card, Stucky, Sawalani, & Little, 2008). Chapter 4 (Fite and Pederson) examines age trends and developmental trajectories of relational aggression. In general, numerous longitudinal studies show that relational aggression is moderately stable over time, even when examined in a variety of cultures, including North America, Europe, and Asia (e.g., Kawabata, Youngblood, & Hamaguchi, 2014; Nelson, Coyne, Swanson, Hart, & Olsen, 2014; Vaillancourt, Miller, Fagbemi, Côté, & Tremblay, 2007). However, there are considerable individual differences in the development of relational aggression, with some children not using relational aggression at all, whereas others show marked variation over time. Most children rarely engage in relational aggression, while a small subset of youth will engage in increasing levels of relational aggression throughout childhood and adolescence.

In Chapter 5, Underwood, Ehrenreich, and Meter examine various methodological approaches to studying relational aggression. Researchers have used a broad variety of methods to study this behavior, including self-, parent, peer, and teacher reports; observations; diary and experience sampling methods; and experimental methods. Though each method provides valuable information when studying the development of relational aggression, each has its weaknesses, with no one approach fully capturing everything. Studies that use multiple informants and multiple methods may be the gold standard in the future.

Theoretical perspectives are examined in Chapter 6 by Godleski. Many of the theories used to study the development of relational aggression are founded upon theories of physical aggression, with important adaptations. This chapter examines a number of theories, including the Social Information Processing Model of Children’s Social Adjustment as it relates to relational aggression, social learning theory, attachment theory; the Schematic-Processing Model of Sex Role Stereotyping; the Peer Socialization Model; Resource Control Theory; and evolutionary theory. Similar to conclusions offered in the methods chapter (Chapter 3), examining relational aggression from different perspectives may be the most useful approach in understanding its development over time.

Section 1 ends with a discussion by Leadbeater and Sturgess of the victimization and psychopathology of relational aggression (Chapter 7). Up to this point, our discussion of relational aggression has focused on the aggressors themselves; however, there is a serious and real cost to the victims of relational aggression (e.g., Ostrov & Godleski, 2013). Chapter 7 details a host of studies (many longitudinal) that indicate peer victimization is related to a number of serious internalizing problems (e.g., depression, anxiety) and externalizing problems (e.g., risky behavior, aggression) across development.

BIOBEHAVIORAL AND EVOLUTIONARY APPROACHES TO RELATIONAL AGGRESSION

Section 2 examines the evolutionary and biobehavioral origins of relational aggression. Certainly, relational aggression is not only a modern issue. Such behavior has been common among humans (and even some animals) for a long time, suggesting a deeper origin and potential adaptive value (Hrdy, 1977; Ingram, 2014). In Chapter 8, Vaillancourt and Krems focus on evolutionary perspectives of relational aggression in women. Specifically, the chapter examines intra-sexual aggression and the possibility that it is adaptive to use certain forms of relational aggression to maintain high social status and attract desirable mates. Vaillancourt and Krems also introduce an emerging area of research—namely, the association between physical attractiveness and relational aggression—with studies suggesting that attractive women tend to both receive and administer more intra-sexual aggression than do other women (e.g., Krems, Neuberg, Filip-Crawford, & Kenrick, 2015).

Whereas Chapter 8 proposes that relational aggression may be an important part of our evolutionary history, the next two chapters suggest aggression may be predicted by examining our physiological and genetic makeup. Murray-Close, Bresland, and Holterman (Chapter 9) examine the psychophysiology of relational aggression. There are wide individual differences in the way that humans respond to potential stressors, including perceived threats and aggressive behavior. Though this field is in its infancy, the extant literature suggests that there is a psychophysiological basis to the development of relational aggression. However, the specifics are less clear, with certain types of physiological reactivity predicting either relational aggression or victimization in some situations but not in others (e.g., Murray-Close et al., 2014). Indeed, there appear to be multiple pathways where an individual’s specific psychophysiological reactivity might influence relational aggression, suggesting the need for a rather focused approach when studying these associations across child and adolescent development. An individualized approach also may be important when examining the influence of both genetics and personality pathology on relational aggression, as suggested by Tackett, Smack, and Reardon (Chapter 10). Chapter 10 suggests that substantial heterogeneity in normal-range personality (e.g., low self-regulation), personality pathology (e.g., borderline personality disorder), and behavioral genetics are risk factors for the development of these behaviors over time.

Collectively, Section 2 presents research in three rather small but burgeoning fields. We hope that researchers continue these lines of research, as they each represent promising areas that have the potential to greatly enrich our understanding of the development of relational aggression throughout the lifespan.

SOCIALIZATION OF RELATIONAL AGGRESSION

Section 3 examines the socialization of relational aggression, specifically by peers (Chapter 11), parents (Chapter 12), media (Chapter 13), and siblings (Chapter 14).

Unlike the previous section, which focused more on proximal and distal biological factors, this section emphasizes the role of various external socializing agents from parents to the media.

Sandstrom (Chapter 11) examines the influence of the peer context on relational aggression, specifically focusing on group acceptance, rejection, popularity, and friendship. There is a significant cost to being relationally aggressive, with many studies showing that such individuals are more likely to be disliked and rejected by their peers than are unaggressive children. Paradoxically, relationally aggressive children may also be perceived as popular and as holding substantial power in the peer group as a whole (Lansu & Cillessen, 2012; Sandstrom & Cillessen, 2006). Certainly, some children are able to maintain peer acceptance despite being highly aggressive, with many relationally aggressive children initiating and maintaining close friendships. Notably, highly relationally aggressive children tend to influence their close friends to become increasingly aggressive over time, suggesting that the peer context cannot be ignored when examining the socialization of aggression throughout development (Dijkstra, Berger, & Lindenberg, 2011).

Peers play an important role in the development of relational aggression. However, children are exposed to parental behavior long before they begin interacting with peers. In Chapter 12, Nelson and Hart examine the influence of parenting on the development of relational aggression. In general, positive parenting (e.g., parental responsiveness, warmth) is related to lower levels of relational aggression, while negative parenting (e.g., coercion, psychological control) is related to higher levels over time (Nelson, Yang, Coyne, Olsen, & Hart, 2013). Notably, aversive parenting tends to have the most consistent effects on the development of relational aggression. Accordingly, children learn a powerful lesson regarding aggressive norms when their parents use aggressive strategies as ways to interact with their own families.

Media may also be an important socializing factor in the development of relational aggression, as detailed by Martins, Coyne, and Linder (Chapter 13). Many studies suggest that the media sends strong yet misleading and unrealistic messages regarding the acceptability of relational aggression. Often, aggression is portrayed as normative, glamorous, and consequence-free, but research suggests there is a serious cost to both aggressors and victims. Indeed, children and adolescents are more likely to use relational aggression after viewing media containing these behaviors, both in the short and the long term (Coyne, 2016). The literature is somewhat mixed, but several studies suggest that these effects may be more pronounced among girls, who may find media messages particularly compelling, given the many storylines involving female relational aggressors (Martins & Wilson, 2012).

Research shows that sibling relationships have higher levels of aggression than any other type of relationship (Hoffman & Edwards, 2004). The high levels of competiveness and conflict that often occur, coupled with the involuntary nature of the sibling relationship, make siblings ripe for manipulation. In Chapter 14, Campione-Barr, Giron, and Odudu reveal that relational aggression is indeed high in the sibling context and may have serious consequences for youths’ well-being, including in terms of depression and anxiety. Though relational aggression tends to be more common in sibling relationships than in peer relationships, children who are highly relationally aggressive in a sibling context also tend to be aggressive in the peer realm, suggesting that sibling experiences may set the stage for later aggression in other contexts, such as school (e.g., Tippett & Wolke, 2014).

THE DEVELOPMENT OF RELATIONAL AGGRESSION IN DIFFERENT CONTEXTS

Section 4 examines relational aggression in several contexts, including in schools (Chapter 15), dating and romantic relationships (Chapter 16), and different cultures (Chapter 17). Notably, relational aggression may manifest differently, depending on the context.

In Chapter 15, Espelage, Hong, and Merrin suggest that although relational aggression is common in the school context, factors in the school environment may moderate both the acceptability and the frequency of such behaviors. For example, all schools in the United States have an “anti-bullying” policy of some sort; however, schools vary in the degree to which they include relational aggression in these policies and enforce such policies. Teachers’ willingness to intervene and staff members’ support are also related to lower levels of school-wide aggression. Additionally, the school climate may markedly influence the existence and type of any intervention strategies aimed at reducing relational aggression in peer groups, making this context a particularly important one to study.

Though most chapters in the book examine relational aggression in early development, Zimmer-Gembeck, Duffy, Ferguson, and Gardner (Chapter 16) focus on aggression in the romantic context; this aggression appears later in adolescence and is common in emerging and later adulthood. Romantic relational aggression is common in both dating and marital relationships and is associated with negative interpersonal and relationship outcomes (Carroll et al., 2010). It involves strategies similar to those used in earlier ages—such as relationship manipulation, social sabotage, and ignoring—and may also include other harmful behaviors, such as love withdrawal and manipulating relationships between the partner and children in the home. Such behavior may lead to a particularly toxic living environment, and therapeutic help may be needed to break the cycle of relational abuse.

Finally, Kawabata (Chapter 17) examines relational aggression in different cultural contexts. Relational aggression has been measured in many cultures, from most of the continents. Relational aggression is higher in some countries than in others (e.g., Lansford et al., 2012). For example, aggression is higher in individualistic countries, where independence and individuality are valued, than in collectivistic countries, where interpersonal relationships and group harmony are emphasized. Many of the constructs explored in this book—such as gender differences, social status, social-psychological adjustment, and victimization—relate to relational aggression differently depending on the culture examined. Importantly, few studies examine within-culture differences surrounding relational aggression; these differences may be marked, depending on the culture. An understanding of culturally sensitive issues may be important when developing intervention strategies, and these strategies are the focus of the final section in this volume.

INTERVENTIONS AND CLOSING REMARKS

Relational aggression involves the attempt to harm another person who does not wish to be harmed. Accordingly, early and frequent interventions may be necessary to reduce relational aggression. In Section 5, Leff, Waasdorp, and Mehari (Chapter 18) report on 14 recent interventions that research shows are moderately effective in reducing relational aggression (depending on the program in which the interventions are implemented). The chapter suggests which facets of the programs are particularly effective and provides ways of moving forward, such as designing programs with a particular developmental or cultural group in mind and focusing on more “modern” forms of relational aggression, such as electronic or cyber-aggression. Unfortunately, most interventions detailed in this chapter are not publicly available at this time.

Several chapters in this book focus on the stability of aggression over time or how aggression in one context may bleed over to others. Indeed, as readers move from one chapter to the next, they may become discouraged, given the serious personal and societal costs of using relationally aggressive strategies to hurt others. Early intervention that changes hearts, minds, and behaviors may halt the development of aggression in its tracks, reducing heartache and pain over an individual’s lifespan. These interventions give us hope, but much work remains. Our final chapter (Ostrov and Coyne) discusses the book as a whole and provides direction for future research on the development of relational aggression.

AUTHORS’ NOTE

Preparation of this manuscript was supported by a grant from the National Science Foundation (BCS-1450777) to Jamie M. Ostrov. The content is solely the responsibility of the authors and does not necessarily represent the official view of the National Science Foundation.
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INTRODUCTION

The study of relational aggression and other nonphysical forms of aggression has been increasing at a rapid pace over the last few decades (for review, see Murray-Close, Nelson, Ostrov, Casas, & Crick, 2016). As we approach the next phase of scientific discovery surrounding the development of relational aggression, it is imperative that we be reminded of the importance of our adopted definitions and also reflect on the current operational definitions of related constructs. In this chapter, we review definitions of relational aggression and related constructs, as well as the modes and contexts of aggression subtypes. We argue that it is important for aggression scholars not only to understand the scope of the relational aggression definition, but also to appreciate what is outside of the definitional boundaries of the construct. Finally, in this chapter, we raise important unanswered questions to guide future study in the field.

GENERAL DEFINITION OF AGGRESSION

Historically, many scholars have often confounded aggressive behavior with antisocial behavior, conduct problems, or externalizing problems more broadly (Connor, 2002). These arguably more comprehensive terms encompass aggressive behavior as well as other behaviors (e.g., hyperactivity, delinquency) that are not aggression (Dodge, Coie, & Lynam, 2006). As such, the focus of the current chapter will be solely on aggression. Aggression is defined as the intent to hurt or harm an individual (Dodge et al., 2006) and includes several subtypes, which will be further defined later in the chapter. Bullying is a subtype of aggression that will be discussed later in this chapter but is not the focus of the current volume.

MODES OF AGGRESSION: DIRECT AND INDIRECT

Two modes of aggression have been identified by scholars (Gladden, Vivolo-Kantor, Hamburger, & Lumpkin, 2014; Nelson, Springer, Nelson, & Bean, 2008). Direct modes of aggression can be defined as aggressive acts toward a youth when they are present. Examples of direct aggression include face-to-face interaction, such as pushing the victim, and harmful communication directed at the individual (e.g., verbal, written). Within this conceptualization of modes, indirect modes of aggression are aggressive acts that are not specifically directed or communicated at the target youth. This includes aggressive acts such as spreading malicious gossip and/or anonymous rumors when the victim is not present (e.g., electronically). As discussed in the next section, relational aggression (the focus of the current volume) may be displayed in direct or indirect modes (Nelson et al., 2008). In addition to these two modes, there are several forms or subtypes of aggression, and although this chapter is not exhaustive in the review of various forms of aggression, several will be reviewed in order to delineate the definition and scope of relational aggression. A complete review of the history of the forms of aggression constructs is outside of the scope of this chapter, but interested readers are referred to a recent comprehensive chapter for more information (Murray-Close et al., 2016).

FORMS OF AGGRESSION: RELATIONAL

Relational aggression has been defined as the use of behaviors to damage relationships, or the threat of the removal of the relationship, as the means of harm (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). Unlike operational definitions of indirect forms of aggression, the definition of relational aggression does not focus on avoiding detection or retaliation (Björkqvist, Lagerspetz, & Kaukiainen, 1992). Rather, Crick and Grotpeter (1995) argued for a prominent role of social goals in the onset of aggression (e.g., greater desire for intimacy among girls leads them to use relationship damage to most effectively harm others; Murray-Close et al., 2016). The traditional focus on social goals is one area of divergence from indirect and social aggression, but it is important to acknowledge the similarity and definitional differences in these overlapping but arguably distinct constructs.

Crick and Grotpeter (1995) cited prior work on indirect and social forms of aggression (see next sections) but argued that the core feature of this behavior was the use of interpersonal relationships to harm others (i.e., “behaviors intended to significantly damage another child’s friendships or feelings of inclusion by the peer group . . . harming others through purposeful manipulation and damage to their peer relationships”; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995, p. 711). Relational aggression may be manifested in both direct and indirect or covert modes (Crick, Ostrov, & Kawabata, 2007; Nelson et al., 2008), but it is often direct during early childhood (Ostrov & Godleski, 2010) and believed to become more covert or indirect with development (see Chapter 3). For example, a direct relationally aggressive behavior might include telling a peer that she can’t play unless she gives up her toy. An indirect or covert relationally aggressive behavior might involve maliciously spreading a rumor or gossip about a peer. Common examples of relational aggression include spreading malicious rumors, gossip, secrets, and lies about peers. Relational aggression may also include friendship withdrawal threats (e.g., “I will not be your friend anymore unless . . .”) and social exclusion. Social exclusion may be manifested in both verbal (e.g., “You can’t play with me,” “You can’t come to my birthday party,” “You can’t sit next to me at snack”) and nonverbal ways (e.g., getting up and moving to another table when a peer approaches and asks to join them). A second nonverbal relationally aggressive example would be ignoring a peer or giving them the silent treatment (e.g., arms in akimbo or crossed position with head turned up or hands covering ears when the peer tries to talk).

It is also imperative that scholars rule out similar behaviors that are not intended to harm, such as relational assertion or social dominance behaviors. We have previously defined relational assertion as using the manipulation of relationships to increase one’s status, resources, social influence, or control over others without the intent to hurt or harm the peer and without hostility, anger, or other signs of malicious actions (Ostrov, Pilat, & Crick, 2006). This conceptualization was influenced by the rough-and-tumble-play literature in order to delineate behavioral definitions of assertion relative to aggression (i.e., an act may be assertion if neither dyad member exhibits negative affect or distress, departs following the behavioral interactions, or seeks assistance from an adult; see Pellegrini, 1989). Categories of relational assertion have included giving direct verbal orders as a means of manipulation of relationship roles during sociodramatic play (e.g., “I am the mom, you are the little sister, and you are the cat . . . because I am the boss,” or “I am older, so I get to be the doctor and you have to be the patient”) and using the possibility of a relationship as a means of negotiation to obtain limited resources (e.g., “I will be your best friend if . . .”; Ostrov et al., 2006, p. 408). We call for more validity studies to further examine the construct of relational assertion in order to appropriately understand the definitional boundaries of relational aggression.

Although there is no consensus within the field (e.g., Archer & Coyne, 2005; Card, Stucky, Sawalani, & Little, 2008; Vaillancourt, 2005), our interpretation of the current extant literature is that relational aggression is similar to but arguably unique from indirect and social aggression, which are two related and important constructs that appear in the developmental literature (Murray-Close et al., 2016; Ostrov, Godleski, Kamper-DeMarco, Blakely-McClure, & Celenza, 2015). To be fair, depending on the developmental period of study, the differences may be subtle or almost nonexistent (Archer & Coyne, 2005; Card et al., 2008; Coyne, Archer, & Eslea, 2006; Vaillancourt, 2005), but we argue that from a definitional perspective and within the field of developmental science, the unique features represent potentially important considerations. In sum, in this volume and within this chapter (see following sections), we recognize the importance of the seminal work on indirect and social aggression and use these terms to acknowledge and refer to the specific methods used for assessing these constructs in particular studies. However, given the extant literature, relational aggression was selected for the title of this volume because of our explicit focus on development from early childhood to adulthood (e.g., Chapters 3, 4, and 6) as well as close relationship systems (e.g., parents in Chapter 12, siblings in Chapter 14, romantic relationships in Chapter 16) and intervention programs to reduce relational aggression (e.g., Chapters 15 and 18).

FORMS OF AGGRESSION: INDIRECT

Contemporary indirect aggression scholars qualified the prior definition of the construct (Allport, Bruner, & Jandorf, 1941; Buss, 1961; Feshbach, 1969) in important ways. For example, in 1988, Lagerspetz, Björkqvist, and Peltonen reported that the first factor in their three-factor solution of children’s responses to a hypothetical question about anger was “called ‘indirect means,’ and includes circumventory behavior that exploits social relations among peers to harm the person at whom the anger is directed” (1988, p. 409). In 1992, Björkqvist et al. further qualified the definition by stating: “Indirect aggression is a type of behaviour in which the perpetrator attempts to inflict pain in such a manner that he or she makes it seem as though there has been no intention to hurt at all. Accordingly, he or she is more likely to avoid counter aggression and, if possible, to remain unidentified” (1992, p. 118). Therefore, indirect aggression has been defined as aggressive acts in which the identity of the perpetrator is usually unknown and may include behaviors such as property damage (e.g., placing gum on peer’s chair; Goldstein, Tisak, & Boxer, 2002), which are not consistent with the current definition of relational aggression. Certainly, property damage has been viewed as an important area of aggression/bullying investigation that warrants future study (Gladden et al., 2014). More recent conceptualizations of indirect aggression acknowledge that the behavior “was conceptualized as attempts to cause psychological, in rare cases physical, harm to the target person by social manipulation, often attacking the target in circuitous ways through a third person in order to conceal the aggressive intent, or otherwise pretending that the attack was not aggressive at all” (Björkqvist et al., 2001, pp. 112–113). The inclusion of physical harm as a means of engaging in social manipulation is a feature that distinguishes this construct from relational aggression. Moreover, past scholars have emphasized the covert nature of indirect aggression (e.g., Coyne et al., 2006), which further underscores a key definitional difference from relational aggression, which may be both covert and overt and often depends on the developmental period of study (see Chapter 3). That is, indirect aggression is theorized to require higher-level social-cognitive capacities that are not present among three-year-olds (e.g., Kaukiainen et al., 1999; for review, see Vaillancourt, 2005). This is not to say that, for example, indirect aggression does not exist in early childhood, but a large longitudinal study of indirect aggression that focused on the transition from early to middle childhood concluded that: “These findings also highlight the need to understand the characteristics of children who engage more frequently in indirect aggression from the ages of 4–10 for it seems to be developmentally atypical to do so during this age period” (Vaillancourt, Miller, Fagbemi, Cote, & Tremblay, 2007, p. 324). In this important developmental study in Canada, primarily mothers responded to five items assessing indirect aggression that included relatively covert behaviors such as “becomes friends with another as revenge” and “says bad things behind the other’s back” as well as “tells the other one’s secrets to a third person.” These example items are relatively sophisticated and covert as indicated by the adopted definition (see Vaillancourt, 2005) and seem different from the typical items/behaviors used to assess rather direct relational aggression during early childhood, which might be more common than indirect aggression during this developmental period (e.g., “tells a peer that he/she won’t play with that peer or be that peer’s friend unless . . .” and “this child tells a peer they won’t be invited to their birthday party unless . . .”; Crick, Casas, & Mosher, 1997; Ostrov & Godleski, 2010). Moreover, observational studies have shown that the manifestation of relational aggression (see Chapter 3) is such that even during early childhood, the more “circumventory” or covert indirect behavior like spreading secrets occurs within the presence of the victim (e.g., Ostrov, Woods, Jansen, Casas, & Crick, 2004) and does not typically use the indirect mode to harm.

FORMS OF AGGRESSION: SOCIAL

Social aggression is a broader construct that typically includes most relationally and indirectly aggressive behaviors as well as nonverbal aggression (e.g., dirty looks, rolling of the eyes) and verbal insults (Galen & Underwood, 1997) but focuses on damage to the victim’s self-esteem and social status (Underwood, 2003a). Galen and Underwood argued that


the construct of relational aggression may not capture all of the forms of aggression evident in girls’ peer interactions. Negative facial expressions and gestures and subtle jabs at another’s self-esteem may also be important features of girls’ aggressive behavior. Children likely derive much social information from the body language of peers; social acceptance or rejection and praise or ridicule can appear in facial expressions and gestures as well as in words. Social ostracism or relationship manipulation may begin with rolling of eyes, tossing of hair, and turning away from a peer. (Galen & Underwood, 1997, p. 590)



Thus, a focus on self-esteem and social status, as well as identification of these specific nonverbal indicators of social aggression, were novel contributions and unique from the typical definition of relational aggression. These behaviors such as negative facial expressions and rolling of the eyes to signal disdain also have utility above and beyond direct verbal forms of the behavior (Blake, Kim, & Lease, 2011; Underwood, 2004). Importantly, several behaviors that meet the definition for social aggression do not use the relationship as the means of harm and therefore would not be considered relational aggression (see Murray-Close et al., 2016).

FORMS OF AGGRESSION: PHYSICAL

Physical aggression has typically been defined as the use or threat of use of physical force in order to hurt, harm, or injure another person (Dodge et al., 2006). Prototypical examples of physical aggression include kicking, hitting, biting, pushing, pinching, and taking things away from others. Threats of physical force (e.g., “I am going to beat you up if you don’t give me that toy”) are conceptualized to be part of the physical aggression construct in part because they often lead to physical acts of aggression and because empirically they tend to load with other physical aggression items in factor analyses (e.g., Crick et al., 1997; Grotpeter & Crick, 1996). Often, ambiguous language is used in contemporary measures, which may suggest physical acts but could also unfortunately imply other forms of aggression. For example, the item “fights” is no longer an acceptable physical aggression item, as it could reference a physical altercation or could be indicative of a verbal or relational aggression scenario. We recommend that scholars use “physical fights” in order to avoid this ambiguous measurement situation. A second important point to make regarding terminology is that, in keeping with past calls (e.g., Godleski, Kamper, Ostrov, Hart, & Blakely-McClure, 2015), we suggest using the term “physical” aggression rather than “overt” aggression. Historically, overt aggression was used to denote the inclusion of both physical and verbal aggression (e.g., Crick, 1996), but the term “overt” or “direct” aggression is no longer appropriate when only referring to physical aggression, given that other forms of aggression may manifest in rather overt and direct ways, especially among young children (e.g., Nelson et al., 2008; Ostrov et al., 2004). In addition, we argue that there is utility in attempts to disentangle verbal aggression (defined later) from physical and relational subtypes of aggression as we have done in our prior assessments (e.g., Crick et al., 2006; Ostrov & Keating, 2004). Importantly, when evaluating whether a behavior is physical aggression, it is important to rule out rough and tumble play or assertive behaviors (Pellegrini, 1989). That is, for physical aggression, it is important to avoid coding physical acts (e.g., wrestling or chase games) without the intent to hurt or harm another person as physical aggression. Finally, violence is a related term with inherent definitional challenges, but we consider violence to be an extreme or severe form of aggression likely to result in serious injury or even death (see Farrington, 2007; Tolan, 2007); thus it is beyond the scope of this chapter or volume.

FORMS OF AGGRESSION: VERBAL

Contemporary scholars who account for relational or indirect forms of aggression typically define verbal aggression as verbal insults and mean names that are not specifically or explicitly designed to damage relationships (Linder & Gentile, 2009; Ostrov & Keating, 2004; MacEvoy & Leff, 2012; see Crick et al., 2007). For example, “You are so slow” or “slow poke” as well as “stupid head” are examples that could be defined as verbal aggression within the context of our early childhood observation scheme (Ostrov & Keating, 2004), and “calling names for no reason” is an item on a peer nomination measure for school-aged children (MacEvoy & Leff, 2012). It is certainly possible that, if communicated in the context of others where the intent appeared to be to damage a relationship with peers, the verbal act could be defined as relational aggression, which is why it is appropriate to rule out relational aggression first before labeling an act as verbal aggression. In our laboratory, tattling and other forms of general teasing are conceptualized to be verbal aggression. However, as stated, tattling can occasionally be conducted in a way to damage relationships (e.g., “Teacher, she is looking at me, and no one in the kitchen center wants her to play”). In this context, where a public malicious comment is designed to damage connections with other peers, relational aggression may be coded.

FORMS OF AGGRESSION: NONVERBAL

Nonverbal aggression would include any nonverbal act that is designed to harm another. Common examples would be sticking out a tongue in a hostile manner, shaking a fist in the air but without the intention of striking a person, and other known gestures to signal malicious intent. As stated, some nonphysical aggression constructs do include nonverbal acts, so we recommend ruling out those other subtypes of aggression (e.g., social aggression) before defining a behavior as nonverbal aggression.

FORMS OF AGGRESSION: UNANSWERED QUESTIONS

An unanswered issue is that the reviewed forms of aggression may not manifest exactly as described here or within the literature. That is, perhaps there are behaviors that are better described as physical-relational or relational-verbal aggression. Occasionally in our observational studies, we encounter a scenario in which a participant both hits a peer and tells that peer victim that she or he can’t be the focal child’s friend. Is this a different behavior? In our mutually exclusive coding scheme, it often gets coded into the “Aggression not otherwise specified” category. Alternatively, if one of the behaviors appears to be the more salient act, it would get coded in that primary category with a note describing the secondary behavior. This approach raises the question about the utility of a “hybrid” construct or co-occurring constructs that requires our collective attention in the future. The second unanswered question concerns whether our definition list is exhaustive. That is, may we categorize every aggressive behavior into one of these categories? The answer appears to be no. For example, property damage is included in the aforementioned categories as part of indirect aggression, but it is also included as a separate construct in the aggression and bullying literature (e.g., Gladden et al., 2014; MacEvoy & Leff, 2012). It is entirely possible that other developmentally meaningful forms of aggression that are related to relational aggression are not represented in this chapter or volume (e.g., “passive aggression,” see Nelson et al., 2008), and we encourage other scholars to pursue this line of research and demonstrate the utility and function of these additional subtypes in future work. Moreover, it is conceivable that as we continue to study relational aggression in non–peer relationship contexts (e.g., family or workplace) or in other cultures, there may be further challenges to and perhaps calls for modifications of our definition of the construct.

FUNCTIONS OF AGGRESSION

The function of aggression addresses the reason or motivation for the child’s aggressive behavior. Reactive and proactive aggression are the two main functions of aggression examined within the developmental literature. Reactive aggression can be operationalized as an aggressive act in response to a perceived provocation or threat (e.g., “If other children anger this child, she or he will harm them”); it is retaliatory, impulsive, and often coupled with feelings of anger, hostility, and a loss of control (Dodge & Coie, 1987; Merk, Orobio de Castro, Koops, & Matthys, 2005). Proactive aggression can be operationalized as an intentional aggressive act used to achieve a desired outcome (e.g., “To get what she or he wants, this child will harm others”); it is instrumental or goal-oriented and initiated by an individual for personal gain (Dodge & Coie, 1987; Merk et al., 2005). The two functions of aggression co-occur at relatively high levels, which indicates that people who exhibit high levels of reactive aggression are also likely to exhibit high levels of proactive aggression (Card & Little, 2006). Despite this high rate of overlap, scholars have asserted that reactive and proactive aggression are two distinct facets of aggression, better represented by a two-factor solution than a one-factor model (Baker, Raine, Liu, & Jacobson, 2008; Poulin & Boivin, 2000). Additionally, reactive and proactive aggression are differentially associated with social-cognitive processes (e.g., Bailey & Ostrov, 2008) as well as social-psychological adjustment outcomes (e.g., peer rejection, peer victimization, and externalizing behavior problems; Ostrov, Murray-Close, Godleski, & Hart, 2013; Poulin & Boivin, 2000; Scarpa, Haden, & Tanaka, 2010) and have unique physiological responses; namely, reactive aggression is characterized by increased autonomic arousal, but proactive aggression typically is not (Hubbard et al., 2002; Scarpa et al., 2010).

FORMS AND FUNCTIONS OF AGGRESSION

An aggressive act has both form and function because there is a reason for the aggressive act (i.e., function) and there is the nature of the aggressive act (i.e., form). Therefore, it is beneficial for researchers to study both the form and the function of aggression. There are generally two approaches to the study of the forms and functions of aggression. The first technique (e.g., Ostrov & Crick, 2007; Prinstein & Cillessen, 2003) crosses two of the main forms (i.e., physical and relational) and two functions (i.e., proactive and reactive) to generate the aggression variables (i.e., proactive relational aggression, reactive relational aggression, proactive physical aggression, reactive physical aggression). The second technique (e.g., Fite, Stauffacher, Ostrov, & Colder, 2008; Little, Jones, Henrich, & Hawley, 2003) uses structural equation modeling (SEM) to construct “pure” aggression variables (i.e., relational aggression, physical aggression, proactive aggression, reactive aggression), which results in a reduced correlation among proactive and reactive aggression, suggesting that the high correlation among the functions of aggression may partially be a result of measurement techniques failing to differentiate between reactive and proactive aggression (Card & Little, 2006). The crossed approach may have more utility for generalizing to real-life aggression scenarios because there is never form without function (Underwood, 2003b). Future research should continue to study both approaches as they each have advantages in studying the development of aggression subtypes.

BULLYING

Research on bullying has increased significantly due to the acknowledgement of bullying behavior as a serious problem with significant associations with numerous negative outcomes (Olweus, 1993; Rodkin, Espelage, & Hanish, 2015). All bullying behavior is aggression; therefore, any behavior labeled as bullying must be an act used with the intention of hurting or harming another individual. However, not all aggression is bullying (Leff, Waasdorp, & Crick, 2010; Ostrov et al., 2015; Rodkin et al., 2015). Specific to bullying behavior is the component that the aggressive behavior is often either repetitive or used with the threat or intention of occurring again. Bullying also involves an imbalance of power among the participants, with the aggressor having power (e.g., bigger in stature, more popular, greater numbers of peers) over the victim (Gladden et al., 2014; Olweus, 1993). The aforementioned forms of aggression could also be categorized as bullying behavior if the additional definitional components were satisfied. Relational bullying would be defined as the use of the relationship in which there is a clear power imbalance as the means of harm. This relational behavior must also include repetition or the threat of the behavior continuing. For example, an individual of high social status or social power who excludes another individual repeatedly may be engaging in relational bullying instead of relational aggression. However, relational aggression within a friendship dyad composed of equal-status peers would not be considered relational bullying by the current Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) definition (Gladden et al., 2014).

CONTEXTS: ELECTRONIC OR CYBER AGGRESSION

Previous definitions of “cyber” bullying and “cyber” aggression have varied widely (Ybarra, Boyd, Korchmaros, & Oppenheim, 2012). However, more recent efforts have striven to define these constructs more uniformly (Ybarra et al., 2012). As defined by the CDC, electronic aggression is intentional hurtful behavior that occurs using technology such as email, chat rooms, instant messaging, website message boards and blogs, or text messaging. The CDC conceptualizes indirect modes of relational bullying to occur in part via electronic means (Gladden et al., 2014); therefore, this chapter will briefly address this rapidly evolving research area.

Scholars have often found that the electronic form of aggression and bullying overlaps with or mirrors offline behavior (e.g., Hinduja & Patchin, 2007) but is also distinct and requires special consideration (e.g., Ybarra, Espelage, & Mitchell, 2014). From a definitional perspective, it is important to recognize that differences in context may raise important questions that require further research on electronic displays of relational aggression. For example, Waasdorp and Bradshaw (2015) highlight some of the characteristics of cyberbullying, which they posit may differ from offline bullying. More specifically, these authors raise the possibility that the meaning of repetition and power imbalance may differ when behaviors are displayed electronically. For example, one single event of aggression that occurs via email or text message could be repeated by having the message electronically forwarded to many others or posted online for multiple people to view (Waasdorp & Bradshaw, 2015). It is not always clear what repetition means within the electronic context, and the permanence of electronic content also warrants special consideration. Furthermore, the anonymity of the Internet and many electronic devices/platforms may shift what “power imbalance” might mean. Waasdorp and Bradshaw (2015) replicated the overlap between traditional bullying and electronic bullying and found that adolescents experiencing online bullying have an increased probability of experiencing more traditional forms of bullying. It is clear that more research is needed to understand the many issues involved in online and offline contexts of aggression and bullying.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Moving forward as a field, we recommend that we continue to address important theoretical and empirical questions concerning the structure and function of relational aggression. These questions imply key definitional issues and have theoretical and practical implications (see Tackett, 2010). For example, a key unanswered question is whether or not relational aggression should be conceptualized as a component of antisocial behavior, or as an externalizing behavior problem. Recent work using a bifactor statistical modeling approach by Tackett and colleagues suggests that relational aggression, physical aggression, and rule-breaking behaviors are subcomponents of a superordinate antisocial behavior spectrum (Tackett, Daoud, De Bolle, & Burt, 2013; Tackett, Herzhoff, Reardon, De Clercq, & Sharp, 2014). However, relative to relational aggression, physical aggression appears to be a more extreme indicator of antisocial behavior among youth (Tackett et al., 2013). Similar conclusions have been reached in a sample of undergraduates as well (Burt, Donnellan, & Tackett, 2012). These initial findings are consistent with some of the first empirical work on relational aggression that conceptualized these behaviors as harmful (Crick, Bigbee, & Howes, 1996) and as indicative of externalizing behaviors (Crick & Zahn-Waxler, 2003). However, much more research and theory development is needed to fully understand how relational aggression fits into the externalizing and antisocial behavior spectrum.

A second unanswered definitional question concerns the overlap between relational aggression and relational bullying. As previously stated, all bullying is aggression, but not all aggression is bullying (Ostrov et al., 2015; Rodkin et al., 2015). Prior research among adolescents participating in the Growing Up with Media study demonstrated the importance and predictive utility (relative to generalized peer aggression) of differential power and repetition for identifying bullying (Ybarra et al., 2014). More research in a variety of developmental periods is needed to support the utility of bullying subtypes after controlling for aggression subtypes. Finally, prior work has shown that proactive rather than reactive functions of aggression may be more likely to be associated with bullying behavior (Prinstein & Cillessen, 2003), and future research is needed to examine whether the relational and physical bullying definition should be limited to only proactive or goal-directed behavior.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has reviewed definitions of relational aggression and other subtypes of aggression. It is important when studying relational aggression to ensure that the behavior examined meets the definition of “aggression” (i.e., “intent to hurt or harm”; Dodge et al., 2006). As we discussed, not all behaviors that resemble relational aggression actually have the intent to harm or hurt someone (e.g., relational assertion). We have identified and reviewed multiple ways to conceptualize and understand relational aggression by expanding our understanding beyond traditional approaches to also include modes of aggression (e.g., direct and indirect), functions of aggression (e.g., proactive and reactive), and context (e.g., online and offline behavior). Furthermore, we have defined relational bullying, a construct related to relational aggression, which also is typically repetitive and involves a power imbalance. Understanding these definitions and the distinctions between these definitions is an essential part of delineating the construct of relational aggression. We hope these definitions will provide the basis for future research to address unanswered questions and future directions raised in this and subsequent chapters.
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Developmental Manifestations of Relational Aggression
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The last couple of decades have led to a burgeoning literature documenting both the presence of relational aggression at different points in development and the adjustment difficulties faced by aggressors (Murray-Close, Nelson, Ostrov, Casas, & Crick, 2016). As discussed in the second chapter, relational aggression is a multifaceted construct, which is distinct from other forms of aggression in that attempts are made to harm others through damaging or threatening relationships (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). Although relational aggression may take a characteristic form (see Chapter 2), aggressors may be more proactive, carefully using instrumental aggression so that it is less obvious and more acceptable among adults and peers; or they may be reactive, such that dependence upon hostile and retaliatory aggression is upsetting to peers and adults and is routinely met with negative social outcomes (Ostrov & Crick, 2007). These distinctions between types of aggressors are important as they have important repercussions for the outcomes, development, and implementation of these behaviors over time.

Regardless of the motivation for aggressive behavior, the socially interactive nature of relational aggression means that the form and function of these behaviors necessarily follow the trajectory of developing behavioral control and sociocognitive abilities, as well as changing social and contextual pressures. Together, these factors influence the type of aggression enacted and the motivation for behavioral enactment. As would be expected, relational aggression takes different forms over time that underscore, among other things, the important biological, cognitive, and social changes taking place with development. These changes are reflected in the shifting nature and saliency of peer relations and related dyadic relationships.

Similarly, with increasing sociocognitive complexity, the motivation underlying reliance on aggressive behaviors changes from the simple motivation to attempt to control behavior and resources, to more complex motivations of using aggression as a means to gain social status, to humiliate or shame peers, or to purposefully exclude individuals (Archer & Coyne, 2005). Thus, as sociocognitive abilities become increasingly sophisticated and multifaceted, so do motivations for, and enactments of, relational aggression.

The typical developmental trajectory shows that children move from reliance on physical aggression in toddlerhood (Alink et al., 2006; Cummings, Iannotti, & Zahn-Waxler, 1989; Tremblay, Hartup, & Archer, 2005), to relatively obvious forms of verbal, social, and relational forms of aggression in early childhood, to skillful use of veiled forms of aggression across middle childhood and early adolescence (Ostrov, Ries, Stauffacher, Godleski, & Mullins, 2008), followed by a general decrease in aggressive behaviors in later adolescence and across adulthood (Werner & Crick, 1999).

The primary purpose of this chapter is to review how relational aggression is manifested at different points in development, from toddlerhood and early childhood through adulthood, and to consider the factors that are implicated in these alterations. The chapter is organized chronologically by major developmental periods. Within each section, we first review the normative trends observed in the development of relational aggression. This review is followed by a more specific presentation of changes in contexts and relationships, sociocognitive changes underlying development, and individual-level factors influencing the form and function of relational aggression within each developmental stage. The chapter concludes with a brief review and presents possible directions for future investigation.

INFANCY TO EARLY CHILDHOOD (APPROXIMATELY 0–6 YEARS OF AGE)

Normative Developmental Trends

Young children’s limited social, cognitive, and linguistic abilities constrain their aggressive behaviors to more physical forms (e.g., biting, kicking, hitting, pushing, fighting), enacted mostly with parents and siblings (Tremblay et al., 2004; Tremblay, Hartup, & Archer, 2005). Investigations into the age at which children have the capacity to enact aggressive behaviors suggest that these behaviors first appear in toddlerhood (12–24 months; Tremblay et al., 1999). Although children at this age typically do not inflict much harm with their physically aggressive behaviors, within these relationship contexts, they begin to learn methods to control the behavior of others, or to gain access to limited, desired, or shared resources (Crick et al., 2006; Cote, Vaillancourt, LeBlanc, Nagin, & Tremblay, 2006). Over the next year, between 24 and 36 months of age, increases in children’s behavioral control, as well as their social, cognitive, and linguistic abilities, allow the incorporation of verbal, social, and relational forms of aggression into children’s repertoire of behaviors (Archer & Coyne, 2005). Thus, by three years of age, children are increasingly able to add name-calling, yelling, ignoring, and threatening the status of relationships to their repertoire of aggressive behaviors (Crick, Casas, & Mosher, 1997; Cummings, Iannotti, & Zahn-Waxler, 1989).

Regardless of the type and amount of aggression enacted, aggression in early childhood appears to function for instrumental reasons, while the overall features shift from complete reliance on physical aggression to the inclusion of verbally and relationally aggressive strategies as well. The evidence to date with respect to relational aggression in early childhood seems to show that direct forms of relational aggression (e.g., “you can’t come to my birthday party unless . . .”) are more common than the indirect forms (e.g., spreading mean rumors). What has not been clearly delineated, however, is whether the use of direct forms of relational aggression are associated with higher maladjustment outcomes than the less frequent use of indirect forms that are not as easily detected by peers during these early years (Fanger et al., 2012; Murray-Close, Nelson, et al., 2016). Future research is necessary to test this possibility.

Changes in Contexts and Relationships

Social behaviors are often learned and practiced first within the protected context of the parent–child and sibling relationship, later to emerge within the peer context (Stauffacher & DeHart, 2005). In regard to parent–child interactions, paternal authoritarian parenting and maternal permissive parenting have been found to be related to children’s use of relational aggression in the preschool context (Casas et al., 2006). A growing literature has also begun to document parents’ use of psychological control and its association with relational aggression (see Chapter 12). Parents who use psychological control are employing maladaptive control strategies, including love withdrawal, ignoring, and guilt induction that can resemble relational aggression and that infringes on their children’s cognitions and emotions (Barber, 1996; Casas et al., 2006). Interestingly, maternal use of coercive control strategies seems to specifically encourage this behavior for girls (Casas et al., 2006; Hart, Nelson, Robinson, Olsen, & McNeilly-Choque, 1998). Although more research is needed to confirm the exact pathways that allow this behavioral transmission, it seems that perhaps the combination of parental modeling of physically and psychologically controlling behaviors, combined with a lack of the provision of appropriate behavioral control, may allow children to internalize these strategies for manipulating the behavior of others while also limiting their ability to control their own behavior (see Chapter 12).

In addition to behaviors practiced within the parent–child relationship, children are learning to engage in aggressive behaviors within the context of sibling relationships (see Chapter 14). In early childhood, siblings are more aggressive in their interactions with one another than they are with their peers (Stauffacher & DeHart, 2006), with the type of aggression enacted depending on various factors, including sibling composition (Ostrov, Crick, & Stauffacher, 2006; Stauffacher & DeHart, 2005).

Although aggression may initially be learned and practiced in the home, the entry into preschool presents children with an unfamiliar context that includes new social pressures and new rules for appropriate behavior. This new context includes a major shift in social relationships, such that children increasingly spend more time in horizontal relationships with peers than with adults. The equal footing in these peer relationships creates a shift in the dynamics of the interaction such that, in contrast to their interactions with parents and siblings, peers have more freedom to discontinue unsatisfactory interactions (see Chapter 11).

Sociocognitive Changes Underlying Development

The transition from familial to peer relationships provides interaction partners the freedom to initiate and sustain or end social interactions. This relationship change puts new pressures on behaviors. It is during this transition to preschool that children begin to reduce their reliance on more overt forms of physical aggression and instead begin utilizing more relational forms of aggression. Specifically, children’s increasing understanding of the value of maintaining social relationships, combined with the realization that overt forms of physical and verbal aggression are increasingly less tolerated by both adults and peers, seems to encourage children to adopt the more furtive relational aggression.

Individual Factors Influencing Aggression: Gender

Interestingly, during this time, gender differences in aggressive behaviors also emerge. In particular, although physical aggression generally declines over early childhood (Crick, Ostrov, Burr, et al., 2006), boys continue to enact higher levels of physical aggression than do girls (Cummings, Iannotti, & Zahn-Waxler, 1989), while girls are more likely to adopt relationally aggressive strategies (Crick et al., 1997). These gender differences may be partly due to differences in environmental pressures, socialization, and sociocognitive abilities. Specifically, more relaxed and accepting reactions to boys’ physical aggression may reduce pressures to adopt less overt aggressive strategies. Additionally, girls’ earlier development of linguistic ability, preference for smaller group interactions, and increased focus on social relationships may encourage the adoption of more covert forms of behavior that are less likely to upset adults and peers, may be more effective in same-sex interactions, and more likely to inflict lasting harm by threatening important relationships (Hurd & Gettinger, 2011; Rose & Rudolph, 2006).

Future research will be necessary to uncover the specific paths that combine to encourage this behavior. What does appear clear, however, is that, from early to middle childhood, children shift from using primarily direct strategies to an increased use of indirect relationally aggressive strategies, with the transition to middle childhood marking another important alteration in the manifestations of these behaviors.

MIDDLE CHILDHOOD (APPROXIMATELY 6–12 YEARS OF AGE)

Normative Developmental Trends

The transition to elementary school and the middle childhood years brings with it a host of new challenges and changes in peer dynamics that greatly impact the course of social development and relationally aggressive behavior in particular. While these changes are the focus of this section, it is worth noting that there is some early evidence of stability in the use of relationally aggressive behaviors in both early childhood and middle childhood, but further research is needed, especially in the important transition from preschool to kindergarten (Burr, Ostrov, Jansen, Cullerton-Sen, & Crick, 2005; Crick, Ostrov, Burr, et al., 2006; Gower, Lingras, Mathieson, Kawabata, & Crick, 2014; Ostrov, 2008; Ostrov & Crick, 2007; Werner & Crick, 2004).

Continuing sociocognitive development and the transition to an increased focus on peer relationships allows for a number of changes in the form and function of relational aggression in middle childhood (Crick et al., 1999). During this stage of development, children shift from spending more time within the sibling context to spending more time engaging with their peers. The result of this transition is a shift in the targets of aggression such that in middle childhood, aggression is now used more often within the peer context than within sibling relationships (Stauffacher & DeHart, 2006).

Individual Factors Influencing Aggression: Gender

As expected, given girls’ focus on intimate social interactions and interpersonal relationships (Maccoby, 1990; Rose & Rudolph, 2006), girls continue to use relational aggression at higher levels than do boys (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995).
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