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Abstract
Bullying is known to be associated with social status, but it remains unclear how bullying involvement over time relates to social
position (status and affection), especially in the ﬁrst years at a new school. The aim of this study was to investigate whether (the
development of) bullying and victimization was related to the attainment of status (perceived popularity) and affection
(friendships, acceptance, rejection) in the ﬁrst years of secondary education (six waves). Using longitudinal data spanning the ﬁrstand second year of secondary education of 824 adolescents (51.5% girls; Mage T1 = 12.54, SD = 0.45) in the SNARE-study, joint
bullying and victimization trajectories were estimated using parallel Latent Class Growth Analysis (LCGA). The four trajectories
(decreasing bully, stable high bully, decreasing victim, uninvolved) were related to adolescents’ social position using multigroup
analysis that examined differences in slope and intercepts (T1 and T6) of social positions, and indicated that the relative social
position of the different joint trajectories was determined at the start of secondary education and did not change over time, with
one exception: adolescents continuing bullying were besides being popular also increasingly rejected over time. Although bullying
is functional behavior that serves to optimize adolescents’ social position, anti-bullying interventions may account for the
increasing lack of affection that may hinder bullies’ long-term social development.
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Introduction
In early adolescence, youths’ focal goal is to achieve a
strong social position in the peer group. In the ﬁrst place
because adolescents experience important social, cognitive,
and behavioral changes (Viau et al. 2020) that make them
increasingly susceptible to their peers’ perceptions about
them and with “ﬁtting in” (Veenstra and Laninga-Wijnen
2021). Moreover, in many countries including the Netherlands, these developmental changes coincide with the
transition from smaller primary schools to larger secondary
schools around the ages of 12-14. The school transition is
causing destabilization and re-organization of adolescents’
social landscape. Primary school friends might go to different secondary schools, and the selected secondary school
is often located outside the trusted environment. Thus,
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adolescents have to re-establish their social position in the
new peer context, during a period when peer relations are
already highly valued (Laursen and Veenstra 2021). A
strong social position provides them with access to
resources, including having friends and being treated
respectfully by peers (Reijntjes et al. 2013). A seemingly
easy, yet harmful way to achieve or solidify a strong social
position is by bullying others (Pouwels et al. 2018). However, it remains unknown whether involvement in bullying
relates to adolescents’ status (perceived popularity) and
affection (friendships, acceptance) in the ﬁrst years at a new
school. Second, most knowledge on bullying in relation to
social position has focused on bullying involvement in one
moment of time. Therefore, it is unknown how bullying
involvement over time relates to social position. For
example, does the potential effect of bullying in terms of
social position last for a longer period, or do adolescents
need to continue their behavior in order to maintain their
position? These are important questions because for our
understanding of the social dynamics in the ﬁrst years of
secondary education, which may be vital for the content of
anti-bullying interventions. Addressing these questions, the
key aim of our study is to examine whether bullying and
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victimization processes are related to adolescents’ social
position in the ﬁrst years of secondary education.

Social Position in Adolescence and Associated
Bullying Involvement
The need for a strong social position is explained by the
Social Production Function (SPF) theory (Ormel et al.
1999), which states that individuals seek to optimize both
their physical and their social well-being, by ﬁve important
goals (stimulation, comfort, behavioral conﬁrmation, status
and affection). Although all goals are important, some gain
extra attention at speciﬁc age periods, such as social wellbeing does in adolescence. Social well-being is achieved by
optimizing status and affection. Both status (vertical relationships, perceived popularity) and affection (horizontal
relationships, such as friendships, being accepted, and
avoidance of being rejected) are essential for the fulﬁllment
of a strong social position and have therefore an important
role in steering behavior (Sijtsema et al. 2020).
The attainment of social position may be strongly related
to involvement in bullying: as a bully, a victim, a bullyvictim or not at all. Bullying is an important type of interpersonal aggression that is often strategically used to fulﬁll
status goals (Sijtsema et al. 2020). Through bullying, adolescents aim to acquire social power over others (Olthof
et al. 2011). Their behavior is accepted by most classmates;
during adolescence, relative to (early) childhood or adulthood, bullying is viewed less negatively (Pellegrini and
Long 2002). Popular, aggressive (tough) peers are seen as
‘cool’ by their peers and are at low risk to become victimized (Rodkin et al. 2006). Nevertheless, bullying may
come at the price of other social goals: through bullying,
bullies may prioritize vertical relationships, such as status,
over horizontal relationships, such as affection (Nocentini
et al. 2013). When bullying backﬁres, it can lead to a loss of
affection (e.g., Garandeau and Lansu 2019). Despite the
knowledge that bullying relates to status and affection, it is
unknown how this behavior over time relates to social
position. Do bullies need to continue their bullying behavior
in order to remain popular, or is bullying at the start of
secondary education, when the hierarchy is determined,
enough to remain popular for a prolonged period of time?
Some adolescents refrain from bullying as a means to
attain status because they do not want to jeopardize the
realization of affection (Sijtsema et al. 2020). These adolescents probably value horizontal relationships, such as
friendships, over vertical relationships, such as popularity.
They behave in other, more prosocial ways to promote
friendships. Thus, it can be expected that adolescents who
refrain from bullying have a lower status than bullies, but
receive more affection (friends) over time.
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Often at the bottom of the hierarchy are the adolescents who
are the targets of bullying, and are the lowest in both attained
status and affection. However, victims’ status and affection
before they became victimized is difﬁcult to be determined. On
the one hand, bullies may choose victims who are already
disliked or perceived as unpopular by their peers (e.g., Veenstra et al. 2010), because those victims are rarely defended by
peers and bullies do not face the risk of losing affection. These
victims are therefore ‘easy targets’. On the other hand, peers
with relatively high status are also likely to become victimized
because they are the direct ‘rivals’ of bullies that want to attain
status (Faris and Felmlee 2014). Targeting these ‘rivals’ may
be most beneﬁcial for attaining a strong social position
(Andrews et al. 2016). Finally, it is known that high status
bullies often switch between different victims in order to
maintain their status (van der Ploeg et al. 2020). However,
regardless of their initial status, victims may decrease in status
and affection because peers may avoid to form relationships
with victims because they may fear that associating with lowstatus peers would lead to a decrease in their own social status,
placing them at a higher risk for victimization in the future
(Neal and Veenstra 2021). Especially persistent victims, who
are bullied over a prolonged time by multiple bullies became
less accepted, more rejected and perceived as less popular by
their classmates (Van der Ploeg et al. 2015).
The relation between bullying or victimization and social
position has often been examined through cross-sectional or
single-assessment data and often in isolation from each
other (Zych et al. 2018). However, bullying and victimization are theoretically and empirically entwined, and (the
combination of) bullying and victimization behavior within
adolescents can change over time. Therefore, the information on the impact of bullying and victimization behavior
for social positions in the ﬁrst years of secondary education
can only be achieved through a longitudinal design that
takes into account that bullying and victimization rarely
happen in isolation (Zych et al. 2018). Moreover, crosssectional data make it impossible to understand whether
bullying needs to continue in order to retain one’s status, or
whether it is already functional in the beginning of the
process of establishing the peer hierarchy and can then be
stopped in order to retain affection. The few longitudinal
studies on bullying and victimization indicated that bullying
and victimization peaks at the start of secondary education
(Pellegrini and Long 2002), which coincides with the general peak in bullying behavior during middle school age
(eleven to thirteen years old). After the initial peak, bullying
and victimization are likely to remain stable or decrease as
children mature (e.g., Haltigan and Vaillancourt 2014), but
this may not apply to all forms of bullying, with direct
forms decreasing, whereas indirect relational forms of bullying might persist (e.g., Scheithauer et al. 2006).
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Current study
Bullying is motivated by the need for a strong social position, however it is yet unknown if and how bullies in the
end succeed. Therefore, the aim of the current study was to
investigate whether (the development of) bullying and
victimization was related to the attainment of status and
affection in the ﬁrst years of secondary education. Using
longitudinal data spanning the ﬁrst- and second year of
secondary education, joint bullying and victimization trajectories were estimated and were related to adolescents’
social position development. It was expected to ﬁnd trajectories for adolescents involved in bullying, victimization,
both, and uninvolved trajectories, which would be stable or
decreasing over time. It was expected that stable levels of
bullying would be related to the attainment of status
(Hypothesis 1a), but not necessarily to the attainment of
affection (Hypothesis 1b). Second, it was expected that
victimization would be related to lower status (Hypothesis
2a) and lower affection (Hypothesis 2b) over time, independent of social status and affection and T1. Third, it was
expected that remaining uninvolved as both a bully and a
victim would be related to the attainment of affection
(Hypothesis 3a), but not necessarily to the attainment of
status (Hypothesis 3b). When data indicates that bullying is
indeed functional behavior in order to optimize adolescents’
social position, developers of anti-bullying interventions
need to take that function into account.
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bullying, victimization and social position were assessed
yet. Subsequently, there were six regular measurement
waves in October (T1 and T4), December (T2 and T5) and
March (T3 and T6) over two years. Cohort 1 started the
regular measurement waves in October 2011 and cohort
2 started the regular measurement waves in October 2012.
During the six waves, peer reports on bullying, victimization and social position were assessed. During the assessments, a teacher and research assistant were present to
introduce the assessment and to help set up the questionnaires. Students had to ﬁll in an online questionnaire
with both self-report and peer nomination questions. The
assessment was during school hours and lasted approximately 45 min.

Participants
In total, 1,826 students were asked to participate in the
SNARE study of which 40 students (2.2%) refused to participate (Appendix 1). For the present study, students from
cohort 1 and 2 for whom T1 was at the start of their ﬁrst year
of secondary school were eligible for the study. Also, only
students that participated for two years in the study were
included. This resulted in a sample of 824 participants (N
cohort 1 = 554; N cohort 2 = 270) adolescents (51.5% girls) at
T1 (Mage = 12.54, SD = 0.45). Of the students that participated in the study and were eligible, no one was excluded and
Full Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML) methodology
of Mplus was used to estimate missing answers.

Method

Measures

Procedure

All data came from peer nominations. Students could
nominate an unlimited number of classmates per question
by clicking on the students’ names.

The data used in this study stem from the Social Network
Analysis of Risk behavior in Early adolescence (SNARE)
study, a prospective cohort study on the social development
of early adolescents, conducted in two secondary schools in
the middle and north of the Netherlands (Franken et al.
2017). Participants were recruited in their ﬁrst or second
grade of school (cohort 1, school year 2011-2012). After a
year, a second cohort was added, including students in their
ﬁrst grade at the same schools (cohort 2, school year 20122013). Participants received an information letter for
themselves and their parents. A passive consent procedure
was used. If students did not want to participate, or their
parents disagreed with their children’s participation, they
were asked to send a reply card or email within two weeks.
Students were allowed to opt out participation any time.
In September 2011 (September 2012 for cohort 2), when
participating students started secondary school, there was a
pre-assessment (T0). At T0, mainly demographic and psychological factors were assessed. No peer reports on

Bullying and victimization
Victimization (T1—T6) was assessed with received peer
nominations on the item ‘Who do you bully?’, and bullying
(T1—T6) was assessed with received peer nominations on
the item ‘Who bullies you?’. The nominations received
were summed to determine bullying and victimization per
wave (see Table 1 for the received nominations).
Social positions
Social positions were measured with perceived popularity (as
an indicator for social status) and acceptance, rejection, and
friendships (as indicators for affection) (Sijtsema et al. 2020).
Perceived popularity (T1—T6) was assessed with two items:
‘Who are the most popular?’ and ‘Who are the least popular?’
The ﬁnal score, on a continuous scale, was derived from

182 (22.1%)

68 (8.3%)

7 (0.8%)

128 (15.5%)

26 (3.2%)

7 (0.8%)
10 (1.2%)
25 (3.0%)
21 (2.5%)
11 (1.3%)
3 (0.3%)
9 (1.1%)
8 (1.0%)
T time point, M mean per time point

9 (1.0%)
15 (1.8%)
>2

6 (0.7%)

46 (5.6%)

142 (17.2%)
185 (22.5%)

58 (7.0%)
34 (4.1%)

142 (17.2%)
126 (15.3%)

46 (5.6%)
15 (1.8%)

150 (18.2%)
101 (12.3%)

21 (2.6%)
35 (4.2%)

81 (9.8%)
79 (9.6%)

15 (1.8%)
11 (1.3%)
2

81 (9.8%)
112 (13.6%)
1

21 (2.5%)

0.42

556 (67.5%)

0.25
0.33

626 (76.0%)
556 (67.5%)

0.47
0.36

627 (76.1%)
641 (77.8%)

0.31
0.23

645 (78.3%)
691 (83.9%)

0.22
0.22

700 (85.0%)
721 (87.5%)

0.17
0.17

716 (86.9%)

0.23

686 (83.3%)
0

T6
T5
T4
T3
T2

subtracting the number of least popular nominations from the
most popular nominations (Cillessen and Rose 2005).
Acceptance, rejection and friendships (T1—T6) were
assessed with: ‘Who do you like (who is nice)?’, ‘Which
classmates do you dislike?’ and ‘Which classmates are your
best friends?’, respectively. These items were separately
used in the analysis.

Statistical Analyses

M

T5
T4
T3
T1
T1

T2

Bully (incoming nominations)
Victim (incoming nominations)

Table 1 Number of incoming victim and bully nominations per time point

661 (80.2%)
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First, Latent Class Growth Analysis (LCGA) in Mplus
version 8.4 (Muthén and Muthén 2015) was used to estimate
separate bullying and victimization trajectories using six
time points from T1 to T6, that describe the course of these
variables over time. The most optimal solution was tested for
the number of trajectories separately for bullying and victimization. A series of multilevel models with nesting at T1
were ﬁtted for both bullying and victimization separately,
going from a one-class solution to a six-class solution at
maximum (Barker et al. 2008). To choose the optimal model
for separate bullying or victimization trajectories, the models
were compared using (a) the Akaike Information Criterion
(AIC; lowest value), (b) the Bayesian Information Criterion
(BIC; lowest value), (c) the adjusted Bayesian Information
Criterion (aBIC; lowest value), (d) the Lo–Mendell–Rubin
Test (LMRT; signiﬁcant p-values indicate that a model with
an additional class is a better ﬁt than a model with one less
class), (e) the Vuong–Lo–Mendell–Rubin likelihood ratio
test (VLMRT; signiﬁcant p-values indicate that a model with
an additional class is a better ﬁt than a model with one less
class), (f) the Bootstrapped Likelihood Ratio Test (BLRT;
signiﬁcant p-values indicate that a model with an additional
class is a better ﬁt than a model with one less class), (g) the
entropy (values close to 1 indicates a good classiﬁcation)
and (h) the theoretical meaningfulness.
Second, a parallel process LGCA in Mplus version 8.4 was
used to estimate joint bullying and victimization trajectories,
assigning individuals a single class membership to both bully
and victimization trajectories. Based on the separate LGCA of
bullying and victimization, a ﬁxed number of four possible
joint bullying and victimization trajectories was estimated.
Because of the ﬁxed number of trajectories, no models were
compared for a better ﬁt. This joint model was used, because
bullying and victimization are theoretically and empirically
entwined. The joint bullying and victimization trajectories were
useful because they capture the developmental overlap between
the distinct, but related, phenomena.
Third, multigroup analysis were used to examine differences in slope and intercepts (T1 and T6) of social
positions between the trajectory classes. With the T1 data it
could be determined whether perceived popularity, acceptance, rejection, and friendships differed between groups
directly at the start of secondary education. With the data at
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Table 2 Model ﬁt indices for victimization: one to six latent classes
Victimization
1
1 N = 824
I = 0.21**
S = −0.03*
Q = 0.01*
2 N = 32
I = 2.01**
S = −0.22
Q = 0.00
3 N = 19
I = 0.67*
S = 0.84**
Q = −0.17*
4 N = 16
I = 2.02**
S = 0.24
Q = −0.12*
5 N = 15
I = 0.67**
S = −0.52**
Q = 0.16**
6 N = 142
I = 0.35**
S = −0.31**
Q = 0.09**

2

3

4

5

6

AIC

BIC

aBIC

Entropy LMRT VLMRT BLRT

8172.1 8214.5 8185.9

N = 792
I = 0.14**
S = −0.03
Q = 0.01**
N = 787
I = 0.14**
S = −0.03*
Q = 0.01**
N = 641
I = 0.09**
S = 0.06**
Q = −0.02**
N = 638
I = 0.09**
S = 0.06**
Q = −0.01**
N = 639
I = 0.09**
S = 0.05**
Q = −0.01**

N = 18
I = 3.30**
S = −1.50**
Q = 0.21**
N = 18
I = 1.07**
S = −0.68**
Q = 0.19**
N=3
I = 3.13**
S = −1.53
Q = 0.33
N=3
I = 3.21**
S = −1.62
Q = 0.34

N = 149
I = 0.45**
S = −0.35**
Q = 0.09**
N = 151
I = 0.51**
S = −0.37**
Q = 0.01**
N = 16
I = 1.58*
S = 0.47
Q = −0.16

N = 17
I = 1.48**
S = 0.55
Q = −0.17**
N=9
I = 2.75*
S = −1.11
Q = 0.15

7179.8 7241.1 7199.8 0.991

0.09

0.09

<0.001

6900.8 6981.0 6927.0 0.993

0.38

0.37

<0.001

5908.6 6007.6 5940.9 0.995

0.15

0.15

<0.001

3820.5 3938.4 3859.0 0.995

0.77

0.77

<0.001

3539.7 3676.4 3585.4 0.994
N = 15
I = 0.65**
S = −0.50**
Q = 0.15**

0.83

0.83

<0.001

AIC Akaike Information Criterion, BIC Bayesian Information Criterion, aBIC adjusted Bayesian Information Criterion, LMRT Lo–Mendell–Rubin
Test, VLMRT Vuong–Lo–Mendell–Rubin likelihood ratio test, BLRT Bootstrapped Likelihood Ratio Test, I intercept, S slope, Q quadratic slope
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01

T6, it could be determined whether belonging to a certain
bullying and victimization trajectory has led to the attainment of perceived popularity, acceptance, or friendships and
avoidance of rejection after the ﬁrst two years of secondary
education. With the slope analysis it could be determined
whether the trajectories differed in the development of
social positions. Differences between trajectories on these
factors were based on their 95% conﬁdence intervals (CI’s)
(Pﬁster and Janczyk 2013). In all models, results were
adjusted for sex. Missing data was handled using FIML
estimation. Finally, to take the dependencies in the data into
account, a multilevel structure was used with the cluster
(classroom identiﬁer) command in Mplus.

victimization (I = 0.21, S = -0.03), which is also in contrast to
the ﬁndings from Table 1, with at least 103 adolescents
(12.5%, at T3) who were nominated as victims. Table 3 displays the model ﬁt indices for the estimation of bullying trajectories with LGCA. Here, also the two-class model appeared
to be the optimal model for bullying (entropy = 0.976). All ﬁt
indicators indicated that the two-class model was better than
the one-class model. Thus, for both bullying and victimization,
a two-class model was the optimal model. Hence, in the parallel process LGCA, to estimate joint bullying and victimization trajectories, two bully groups and two victimization
groups were included which resulted in a four-class joint
bullying and victimization model.

Joint Bullying and Victimization Trajectories

Results
Bullying and Victimization Trajectories
Table 2 displays the model ﬁt indices for the estimation of
victimization trajectories with Latent Growth Class Analysis
(LGCA). The two-class model appeared to be the optimal
model for victimization (entropy = 0.991). All ﬁt indicators
indicated that the two-class model was better than the oneclass model, although the (V)LMRT (p = 0.09) and the
VLMRT (p = 0.09) were only marginally signiﬁcant. However, theoretically it would not make sense to retain the oneclass model. This would mean that there is almost no

Table 4 shows the parallel process LGCA results of the joint
bullying and victimization trajectories. Based on the single
LGCA of bullying and victimization, a ﬁxed number of four
possible joint trajectories was estimated. Figure 1 displays
four joint bullying and victimization trajectories, each trajectory in a separate graph.
The ﬁrst joint trajectory (N = 49), labeled as the
decreasing bully trajectory, represents adolescents who
initially bullied a lot (Mintercept = 2.11), but this decreased
over time (Mslope = −0.87; Mqslope = 0.11). At the same
time, these adolescents were rarely involved in victimization (Mintercept = 0.43; Mslope = 0.04; Mqslope = −0.02). The
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Table 3 Model ﬁt indices for bullying: one to six latent classes
Bullying
1
1 N = 824
I = 0.34**
S = −0.01
Q = 0.00
2 N = 763
I = 0.22**
S = 0.00
Q = 0.00
3 N = 54
I = 1.97**
S = −0.77**
Q = 0.10**
4 N = 641
I = 0.00
S = 0.14**
Q = −0,02**
5 N = 36
I = 2.02**
S = −0.88**
Q = 0.09**
6 N = 641
I = 0.00
S = 0.13**
Q = −0.02**

2

3

4

5

6

AIC

BIC

aBIC

Entropy LMRT VLMRT BLRT

10542.6 10585.0 10556.5

N = 61
I = 1.80**
S = −0.05
Q = −0.01
N = 730
I = 0.14**
S = 0.04*
Q = 0.00
N = 126
I = 1.00**
S = −0.23**
Q = 0.03**
N = 129
I = 0.58**
S = 0.19**
Q = −0.02
N=4
I = 4.25**
S = −1.71**
Q = 0.21**

N = 40
I = 1.40**
S = 0.41**
Q = −0.08**
N = 46
I = 2.00**
S = −0.60**
Q = 0.07**
N=7
I = 0.99*
S = 0.79**
Q = -0.06
N = 20
I = 1.00**
S = 0.53**
Q = -0.08*

N = 11
I = 3.45**
S = −1.29**
Q = 0.18**
N = 629
I = 0.18**
S = −0.06**
Q = 0.00
N=7
I = 3.00**
S = −1.06**
Q = 0.16**

N = 26
I = 0.76**
S = 0.54**
Q = −0.06*
N = 106
I = 1.00**
S = −0.37**
Q = 0.05**

9471.2

9532.5

9491.2

0.976

0.01

0.01

<0.001

9160.2

9240.3

9186.3

0.969

0.17

0.16

<0.001

7621.2

7720.2

7653.5

1.000

0.81

0.81

<0.001

6598.9

6716.8

6637.4

0.985

1.00

1.00

<0.001

5868.4
N = 46
I = 2.00**
S = −0.61**
Q = 0.07**

6005.1

5913.0

0.998

1.00

1.00

<0.001

AIC Akaike Information Criterion, BIC Bayesian Information Criterion, aBIC adjusted Bayesian Information Criterion, LMRT Lo–Mendell–Rubin
Test, VLMRT Vuong–Lo–Mendell–Rubin likelihood ratio test, BLRT Bootstrapped Likelihood Ration Test, I intercept, S slope, Q quadratic slope
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01
Table 4 Model ﬁt indices for combined bullying and victimization trajectories: four class solution
Combined bullying and victimization trajectories

Bullying

Trajectory 1:
Decreasing bully
(N = 49)

Trajectory 2:
High bully
(N = 37)

Trajectory 3:
Trajectory 4:
Decreasing victim Uninvolved
(N = 16)
(N = 722)

I = 2.11**
S = −0.87**
Q = 0.11**

I = 1.41**
S = 0.37*
Q = −0.07**

I = 0.39*
S = 0.14
Q = −0.01

I = 0.15**
S = 0.04*
Q = 0.00

I = 0.31**
S = −0.04
Q = 0.02

I = 2.69**
S = −0.51
Q = 0.04

I = 0.14**
S = −0.03*
Q = 0.01**

Victimization I = 0.43**
S = 0.04
Q = −0.02

AIC
16454.8

BIC
16638.6

aBIC
16514.8

Entropy 0.984

AIC Akaike Information Criterion, BIC Bayesian Information Criterion, aBIC adjusted Bayesian Information Criterion, I intercept, S slope, Q
quadratic slope
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01

second joint trajectory (N = 37), labeled as the high bully
group, represents adolescents who were nominated as a
bully during the entire measurement period (Mintercept =
1.41; Mslope = 0.37; Mqslope = −0.07) and only sometimes
as a victim (Mintercept = 0.31; Mslope = −0.04; Mqslope =
0.02). The third joint trajectory (N = 16), labeled as the
decreasing victim trajectory, represents adolescents who
were initially victimized a lot (Mintercept = 2.69), but this
decreased over time (Mslope = −0.51; Mqslope = 0.04). At the
same time, they were rarely nominated as a bully (Mintercept =
0.39; Mslope = 0.14; Mqslope = −0.01). The fourth joint trajectory (N = 722), labeled as the uninvolved trajectory,
represents adolescents who were involved neither in

bullying (Mintercept = 0.15; Mslope = 0.04; Mqslope = 0.00) nor
in victimization (Mintercept = 0.14; Mslope = −0.03; Mqslope =
0.01) in the ﬁrst two years of secondary education. In sum,
of the four joint bullying and victimization trajectories, two
were stable (high bully and uninvolved) and two were
decreasing (decreasing victim and decreasing bully).

Joint Trajectories and Their Social Position
Next, it was tested how different joint bullying and victimization trajectories related to adolescents’ social position in the ﬁrst two years of secondary education. Table 5
displays the differences between joint trajectories on
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Fig. 1 Estimated joint bullying and victimization trajectories

Table 5 Results multigroup analyses: Mean differences and 95% conﬁdence intervals of social position per combined trajectory
Variable
Social position T1 (intercept)
Perceived popularity
Dislike
Like
Best Friends
Social position T6 (intercept)
Perceived popularity
Dislike
Like
Best Friends
Social position (linear slope)
Perceived popularity
Dislike
Like
Best Friends

Decreasing bully [95% CI]

High bully [95% CI]

Decreasing victim [95% CI]

Uninvolved [95% CI]

2.09
3.87
8.35
5.13

[0.31;
[2.71;
[7.17;
[4.25;

3.86]c
5.04]b
9.53]b
6.01]b

3.52
3.37
9.22
4.26

[1.54;
[2.52;
[7.42;
[3.28;

5.50]c
4.22]b
11.02]b
5.24]b

−12.85
10.24
3.92
0.91

[−16.67; −9.03]a
[7.26; 13.22]c
[3.16; 4.68]a
[0.23; 1.60]a

−0.08
1.44
9.40
5.22

[−0.54; 0.38]b
[1.09; 1.78]a
[8.40; 10.40]b
[4.77; 5.66]b

2.25
3.10
6.73
4.19

[0.96;
[2.22;
[5.40;
[3.27;

3.53]c
3.98]b
8.06]b
5.11]b

3.35
3.99
7.37
4.21

[2.19;
[3.05;
[5.44;
[3.20;

4.51]c
4.93]b
9.29]b
5.21]b

−10.02
6.03
4.41
1.86

[−13.29; −6.74]a
[4.65; 7.42]c
[3.07; 5.75]a
[0.89; 2.83]a

−0.24
1.92
8.22
4.77

[−0.68; 0.20]b
[1.58; 2.25]a
[7.33; 9.10]b
[4.39; 5.15]b

0.10
0.25
0.36
0.35

[−0.26; 0.47]a
[0.12; 0.38]
[0.12; 0.60]a
[0.19; 0.52]a

0.71
−0.70
−0.31
0.02

[−0.64;
[−1.40;
[−1.11;
[−0.63;

2.05]a
0.01]
0.50]a
0.68]a

−0.02
0.86
−0.54
0.33

[−1.46; 1.41]a
[0.04; 1.67]
[−1.66; 0.59]a
[−0.38; 1.04]a

−0.60
−0.34
0.37
−0.06

[−3.10;
[−2.24;
[−0.50;
[−0.63;

1.91]a
1.57]
1.24]a
0.51]a

CI conﬁdence interval, abcindication of signiﬁcant differences between means (based on Pﬁster and Janczyk 2013), with abeing the lowest value
and cbeing the highest value. T time point

social position. Differences between trajectories in intercept at T1 and T6 as well as differences in slopes were
assessed. With these results it could be determined whether someone’s social position has been determined
already at the start of secondary education or whether
belonging to a trajectory relates to changes in social
position. Differences in intercepts and slopes were signiﬁcant only when 95% CIs of means of a trajectory did
not include the mean of the other trajectory and vice versa
(Pﬁster and Janczyk 2013).

As Fig. 2 displays, differences in social position were
already visible at T1 and remained visible across the ﬁrst
two years of secondary education. This means that the
relative social position for the groups did not change from
T1 to T6. The next results therefore apply to both T1 (at the
start of secondary education) and T6 (after two years of
secondary education). First, both bully groups were clearly
perceived as more popular than all other groups. Also, both
bully groups as well as the uninvolved group were most
liked and had most friends. Thus, both bully groups were
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Fig. 2 Descriptives popularity, friendship, dislike and like per estimated trajectory

able to attain both status and affection. However, both bully
groups were more often nominated as being disliked in
comparison to the uninvolved group. Second, the uninvolved group was least disliked, most liked, and had most
friends. However, they were perceived as less popular in
comparison with both bully groups. Third, the decreasing
victim group was perceived as least popular, most disliked,
least liked, and had the least friendships.
No signiﬁcant differences between joint trajectories in
slopes were found for perceived popularity, like, and best
friend nominations. This means that belonging to a trajectory did not lead to changes over time in popularity, being
liked, and the number of friends. However, there were
signiﬁcant differences between trajectories in the slopes of
dislike nominations. While the decreasing bully group
became less disliked over time (Mslope = −0.70), the uninvolved group (Mslope = 0.25) and, particularly, the high
bully group (Mslope = 0.86) became more disliked over time
(signiﬁcant difference with decreasing bully group). Thus,
when adolescents became less and less involved in bullying,
they were decreasingly disliked while continuing to bully
related to an increase in dislike nominations.

Discussion
At the start of a new school, adolescents’ focal goal is to attain
a strong social position in the peer group. A potential way to

attain a strong social position seems by bullying others.
However, it remains unknown whether bullies succeed in
attaining status and affection in the ﬁrst years at a new school.
Longitudinal data spanning the ﬁrst and second year of secondary education were used to examine joint bullying and
victimization trajectories in relation to their social position.
Parallel process LGCA revealed four joint bullying and victimization trajectories: a stable high bully group, a decreasing
bully group, a decreasing victim group and a stable uninvolved group. In line with the often cited idea that bullying
peaks directly at the start of a new school and decreases
thereafter (Pellegrini and Long 2002), only stable or
decreasing trajectories were found. Interestingly, two bully
groups were found, that started their bullying behavior
directly at the start of secondary education. However, stable
high bullies continued to bully for at least the ﬁrst two years
of secondary education, whereas most bullies (decreasing
bullies) slowly stopped their bullying behavior. It might be
that they had reached a strong social position and did not ﬁnd
bullying functional to their goals anymore.
Differences in social position for all groups, with regard
to both social status and affection, were comparable for T1
(at the start of secondary school) and T6 (after two years of
secondary school). This indicates that the relative social
position of the different joint trajectories was already
determined at the start of secondary education. Adolescents
immediately try to attain their social position at the start of
secondary education, sometimes by using harmful bullying
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behavior (Pellegrini and Long 2002). After that, the social
position of adolescents seems ‘set’. These ﬁndings imply
that programs that aim to prevent bullying and to foster
positive group formation can only be successful when they
are implemented immediately at the start of secondary
education, otherwise group hierarchy seems already set.
Bullying seems functional behavior because both bully
groups were clearly perceived as more popular than the other
groups. Also, both bully groups as well as the uninvolved
group were most accepted and had most friends. Apparently,
bullies were able to fulﬁll both social status and affection in
order to optimize their social well-being (see SPF-theory;
Ormel et al. 1999). The ﬁndings also indicated that the effects
of bullying on adolescents’ social position can last for a longer
period, because no differences between stable high bullies and
decreasing bullies were found with regard to perceived
popularity, being accepted, and having friends. However,
stable high bullies became increasingly more rejected over
time while decreasing bullies became less rejected over time.
Maybe because these bullies continue to bully marginalized
peers (Peets and Hodges 2014). Thus, while bullying seems
accepted by peers at the start of secondary education (Rodkin
et al. 2006), after some time bullying seems not an optimal
strategy to attain affection anymore (Garandeau and Lansu
2019). Anti-bullying interventions may account for the
increasing lack of affection that may hinder bullies’ long-term
social development, and therefore focus on other strategies to
improve adolescents’ social position (e.g., Ellis et al. 2016).
Victims were unable to attain social status and affection,
both at the start of secondary school and two years later.
Besides being bullied and perceived as unpopular, they were
rejected and had the lowest number of friendships. Interestingly, victims in this sample appeared to be the ‘easy targets’
and not the social ‘rivals’ (Veenstra et al. 2010), because their
social position was already low at the start of secondary education. Compared with primary education there were fewer
victims in secondary education (Hong and Espelage 2012),
which also means that there are fewer peers in a similar
position that potentially share their plight (Huitsing et al. 2019).
The lack of positive associating with peers may lead to persistent victimization, which might have important implications
for victims’ (long term) mental health (Kaufman et al. 2018).
Finally, adolescents classiﬁed as uninvolved in bullying
and victimization were least rejected, most accepted, and
had most friends. However, they were perceived as less
popular in comparison with both bully groups. Thus,
uninvolved adolescents were able to attain affection, but not
as much social status as bullies. It is possible that uninvolved adolescents do not value social status, and therefore
strategically refrained from bullying and other forms of
aggression. Although they were not involved as a bully or a
victim, it is possible that they had a role in bullying situations as a bystander or defender, and therefore uninvolved
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adolescents can play an important role in reducing bullying
by supporting victims (Salmivalli 2014).
This study had two important strengths. First, this study
made use of longitudinal data in secondary education to relate
bullying and victimization to adolescents’ social position.
Second, peer-reports on relational information rather than selfreports were used, in order to provide a more reliable representation of bullying, victimization, and social position in
adolescence. Self-reports often cause an underrepresentation of
involvement in bullying and various other forms of aggression
(Pepler et al. 2008). However, bully reports also have limitations. They especially may have caused an underrepresentation
of victims in our sample, because bullies may be reluctant to
nominate the victims they targeted.
This study also had a few limitations. First, the analytical
approach could have beneﬁted from information on how
much adolescents valued social status or affection. The
prioritizing of social status may differ between adolescents
and change across time (Malamut et al. 2020). For example, it
is possible that some adolescents do not seek status and are
ﬁne with having just a few friends, and therefore in their
opinion reached the desired levels of social status and affection. Second, although this study made use of a large sample,
all students came from two schools located in the middle and
north of the Netherlands. There were no indications that the
peer processes at these schools differ with the processes in
other Dutch schools, but it is still possible that cohort or
regional differences may affect the prevalence estimates of the
behavior under investigation. Third, the pair-wise group
comparisons after the parallel process LGCA were performed
at the group level precluding to estimate individual differences between adolescents within the groups. Future research
might focus more on within-person changes across time
instead of focusing on group comparisons.

Conclusion
At the start of secondary education, adolescents are eager to
attain a strong social position in their new school class. A
strategy to attain a strong social position is by bullying
others. However, it remains unknown if bullies succeed in
the end. Therefore, in this study, bullying and victimization
trajectories were related to adolescents’ social status and
affection, using longitudinal data spanning the ﬁrst years of
secondary education. Results indicated that bullies were
able to attain both social status and affection. Uninvolved
adolescents were able to attain affection, but less social
status and victims attained neither status nor affection.
Furthermore, the relative social position of the different
joint trajectories was already determined at the start of
secondary education and did not change over time. This has
important implications for bullying prevention in secondary
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schools. Programs that aim to prevent bullying and to foster
positive group formation in adolescence are likely to only
be successful when they are implemented immediately at
the start of secondary education. We also found that adolescents who did not only bully at the start of secondary
education but also in the next years became, although
popular, increasingly rejected. The increase of rejection
may hinder bullies’ long-term social development. In that
way, adolescents may beneﬁt from interventions that link
social status and affection to prosocial behavior.
Authors′ Contributions E.d.V. conceived the study, participated in its
design and coordination, performed statistical analyses and drafted the
manuscript; T.M.L.K. participated in the study design, helped with the
statistical analyses and structured the introduction; R.V. participated in
the study design and gave critical feedback on the draft of the
manuscript; L.L.-W. participated in the study design, helped with
the statistical analyses and gave critical feedback on the draft of the
manuscript; G.H. participated in the study design, rewrote parts of the
manuscript and gave overall critical feedback on the manuscript. All
authors read and approved the ﬁnal manuscript.
Funding This study is part of the larger longitudinal Social Network
Analysis of Risk behavior in Early adolescence (SNARE) project.
SNARE has been ﬁnancially supported by the Netherlands Organisation
for Scientiﬁc Research (NWO) Vernieuwingsimpuls VENI grant project
number 451-10-012 and NWO Youth & Family Program project number
431-09-027. The ﬁrst, second, third, and ﬁfth author were ﬁnancially
supported by the Netherlands Initiative for Education Research (NRO)
funding during writing the manuscript (project number 40.5.18540.081).
Data Sharing and Declaration The SNARE data that support the ﬁndings of this study are available but restrictions apply to the availability of
these data, which were used under license for the current study, and so
are not publicly available. However, data are available from the authors
upon reasonable request and with permission of L.L.-W. and R.V.

Journal of Youth and Adolescence (2021) 50:1995–2006

Compliance with Ethical Standards
Conﬂict of Interest The authors declare that they have no conﬂict of
interest.
Ethical Approval The study was approved by the Ethical Internal
Review Board of one of the participating universities (Utrecht University), and the privacy and conﬁdentiality of students’ data were
guaranteed.
Informed Consent A passive consent procedure was used. If students
did not want to participate, or their parents disagreed with their children’s participation, they were asked to send a reply card or email
within two weeks. Students were allowed to opt out participation
any time.
Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to
jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional afﬁliations.
Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as
long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the
source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license, and indicate if
changes were made. The images or other third party material in this
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not
included in the article’s Creative Commons license and your intended
use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted
use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright
holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by/4.0/.

Appendix 1
Flow diagram showing participant in- and exclusion

Journal of Youth and Adolescence (2021) 50:1995–2006

References
Andrews, N. C. Z., Hanish, L. D., Updegraff, K. A., Martin, C. L., &
Santos, C. E. (2016). Targeted victimization: exploring linear and
curvilinear associations between social network prestige and
victimization. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 45(9),
1772–1785. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-016-0450-1.
Barker, E. D., Arseneault, L., Brendgen, M., Fontaine, N., & Maughan,
B. (2008). Joint development of bullying and victimization in
adolescence: relations to delinquency and self-harm. Journal of
the American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 47(9),
1030–1038. https://doi.org/10.1097/chi.obo13e31817eec98.
Cillessen, A. H. N., & Rose, A. J. (2005). Understanding popularity
in the peer system. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 14
(2), 102–105. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0963-7214.2005.00343.x.
Ellis, B. J., Volk, A. A., Gonzalez, J. M., & Embry, D. D. (2016). The
meaningful roles intervention: an evolutionary approach to reducing
bullying and increasing prosocial behavior. Journal of Research on
Adolescence, 26(4), 622–637. https://doi.org/10.1111/jora.12243.
Eslea, M., Menesini, E., Morita, Y., O’Moore, M., Mora-Merchán, J.
A., Pereira, B., & Smith, P. K. (2004). Friendship and loneliness
among bullies and victims: data from seven countries. Aggressive
Behavior, 30(1), 71–83. https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.20006.
Faris, R., & Felmlee, D. (2014). Casualties of social combat: school
networks of peer victimization and their consequences. American
Sociological Review, 79(2), 228–257. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0003122414524573.
Franken, A., Harakeh, Z., Veenstra, R., Vollebergh, W., & Dijkstra, J. K.
(2017). Social status of adolescents with an early onset of externalizing behavior: the SNARE study. The Journal of Early Adolescence,
37(8), 1037–1053. https://doi.org/10.1177/0272431616636478.
Garandeau, C. F., & Lansu, T. A. M. (2019). Why does decreased
likeability not deter adolescent bullying perpetrators? Aggressive
Behavior, 45(3), 348–359. https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21824.
Graham, S., & Bellmore, A. D. (2007). Peer victimization and mental
health during early adolescence. Theory into Practice, 46(2),
138–146. https://doi.org/10.1080/00405840701233081.
Haltigan, J. D., & Vaillancourt, T. (2014). Joint trajectories of bullying
and peer victimization across elementary and middle school and
associations with symptoms of psychopathology. Developmental
Psychology, 50(11), 2426–2436. https://doi.org/10.1037/a
0038030.
Hong, J. S., & Espelage, D. L. (2012). A review of research on bullying and peer victimization in school: an ecological system
analysis. Aggression and Violent Behavior, 17(4), 311–322.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2012.03.003.
Huitsing, G., Lodder, G. M. A., Oldenburg, B., Schacter, H. L., Salmivalli, C., Juvonen, J., & Veenstra, R. (2019). The Healthy
Context Paradox: Victims’ adjustment during an anti-bullying
intervention. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 28,
2499–2509. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-018-1194-1.
Kaufman, T. M. L., Kretschmer, T., Huitsing, G., & Veenstra, R.
(2018). Why does a universal anti-bullying program not help all
children? Explaining persistent victimization during an intervention. Prevention Science, 19(6), 822–832. https://doi.org/10.
1007/s11121-018-0906-5.
Laursen, B., & Veenstra, R. (2021). Toward understanding the functions of peer inﬂuence: a summary and synthesis of recent
empirical research. Journal of Research on Adolescence. XX–XX
Malamut, S. T., van den Berg, Y. H. M., Lansu, T. A. M., & Cillessen,
A. H. N. (2020). Dyadic nominations of bullying: comparing
types of bullies and their victims. Aggressive Behavior, 46(3),
232–243. https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.21884.
Muthén, L. K., & Muthén, B. O. (2015). Mplus user’s guide. 7th ed.
Los Angeles, CA: Muthén & Muthén.

2005
Neal, J. W., & Veenstra, R. (2021). Network selection and inﬂuence
effects on children’s and adolescents’ internalizing behaviors and
peer victimization: a systematic review. Developmental Review,
59, 100944. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2020.100944.
Nocentini, A., Menesini, E., & Salmivalli, C. (2013). Level and
change of bullying behavior during high school: a multilevel
growth curve analysis. Journal of Adolescence, 36(3), 495–505.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2013.02.004.
Olthof, T., Goossens, F. A., Vermande, M. M., Aleva, E. A., & van der
Meulen, M. (2011). Bullying as strategic behavior: relations with
desired and acquired dominance in the peer group. Journal of School
Psychology, 49(3), 339–359. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2011.03.003.
Ormel, J., Lindenberg, S., Steverink, N., & Verbrugge, L. M. (1999).
Subjective well-being and social production functions. Social
Indicators Research, 46(1), 61–90. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:
1006907811502.
Peets, K., & Hodges, E. V. E. (2014). Is popularity associated with
aggression toward socially preferred or marginalized targets?
Journal of Experimental Child Psychology, 124(1), 112–123.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2014.02.002.
Pellegrini, A. D., & Long, J. D. (2002). A longitudinal study of bullying, dominance, and victimization during the transition from
primary school through secondary school. British Journal of
Developmental Psychology, 20(2), 259–280. https://doi.org/10.
1348/026151002166442.
Pepler, D., Jiang, D., Craig, W. M., & Connolly, J. (2008). Developmental trajectories of bullying and associated factors. Child
Development, 79(2), 325–338. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.14678624.2007.01128.x.
Pﬁster, R., & Janczyk, M. (2013). Conﬁdence intervals for two sample
means: calculation, interpretation, and a few simple rules.
Advances in Cognitive Psychology, 9(2), 74–80. https://doi.org/
10.2478/v10053-008-0133-x.
Pouwels, J. L., Salmivalli, C., Saarento, S., van den Berg, Y. H. M.,
Lansu, T. A. M., & Cillessen, A. H. N. (2018). Predicting adolescents’ bullying participation from developmental trajectories of
social status and behavior. Child Development, 89(4),
1157–1176. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12794.
Reijntjes, A., Vermande, M., Goossens, F. A., Olthof, T., van de
Schoot, R., Aleva, L., & van der Meulen, M. (2013). Developmental trajectories of bullying and social dominance in youth.
Child Abuse and Neglect, 37(4), 224–234. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.chiabu.2012.12.004.
Rodkin, P. C., Farmer, T. W., Pearl, R., & Van Acker, R. (2006).
They’re cool: social status and peer group supports for aggressive
boys and girls. Social Development, 15(2), 175–204. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1467-9507.2006.00336.x.
Salmivalli, C. (2014). Participant roles in bullying: how can peer
bystanders be utilized in interventions? Theory into Practice, 53
(4), 286–292. https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2014.947222.
Scheithauer, H., Hayer, T., Petermann, F., & Jugert, G. (2006). Physical, verbal, and relational forms of bullying among German
students: age trends, gender differences, and correlates. Aggressive
Behavior, 32(3), 261–275. https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.20128.
Sijtsema, J. J., Lindenberg, S. M., Ojanen, T. J., & Salmivalli, C. (2020).
Direct aggression and the balance between status and affection goals
in adolescence. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 49, 1481–1491.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-019-01166-0.
Van der Ploeg, R., Steglich, C., Salmivalli, C., & Veenstra, R. (2015).
The intensity of victimization: associations with children’s psychosocial well-being and social standing in the classroom. PLoS
ONE, 10, e0141490.
van der Ploeg, R., Steglich, C., & Veenstra, R. (2020). The way
bullying works: how new ties facilitate the mutual reinforcement
of status and bullying in elementary schools. Social Networks, 60,
71–82. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socnet.2018.12.006.

2006
Veenstra, R., & Laninga-Wijnen, L. (2021). The prominence of peer
interactions, relationships, and networks. In L. Crockett, G. Carlo,
& J. Schulenberg (Eds.), Handbook of adolescent and young
adult development. American Psychological Association.
Washington, D.C.
Veenstra, R., Lindenberg, S., Munniksma, A., & Dijkstra, J. K. (2010).
The complex relation between bullying, victimization, acceptance,
and rejection: giving special attention to status, affection, and sex
differences. Child Development, 81(2), 480–486. https://doi.org/
10.1111/j.1467-8624.2009.01411.x.
Viau, S., Denault, A., Dionne, G., Brendgen, M., Geoffroy, M., Côté, S.,
Larose, S., Vitaro, F., Tremblay, R. E., & Boivin, M. (2020). Joint
trajectories of peer cyber and traditional victimization in adolescence:
a look at risk factors. The Journal of Early Adolescence, 40(7),
936–965. https://doi.org/10.1177/0272431619880339.
Zych, I., Ttoﬁ, M. M., Llorent, V. J., Farrington, D. P., Ribeaud, D., &
Eisner, M. P. (2018). A longitudinal study on stability and transitions among bullying roles. Child Development, 00(0), 1–19.
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.13195.

Elsje de Vries is a PhD-student at the Department of Sociology at the
University of Groningen. Her major research interests include bullying
and victimization processes in secondary education and anti-bullying
interventions.

Tessa Kaufman co-authored the current manuscript as postdoctoral
researcher at the Department of Sociology at the University of

Journal of Youth and Adolescence (2021) 50:1995–2006
Groningen, but she is currently assistant professor at the Department of
Youth and Family, Utrecht University. Het major research interests
include persistent victimization of (bias-based) bullying and the
contribution of factors on multiple levels, such as schools, parents
and peers.

René Veenstra is full professor at the Department of Sociology,
University of Groningen, and director of the ICS, the Netherlands. His
major research interests include social networks, peer inﬂuence, peer
norms, and the theoretical and empirical elaboration of a social
network approach to bullying and victimization.

Lydia Laninga-Wijnen is a postdoctoral researcher at the University
of Groningen and Utrecht University. Her major research interests
include adolescent peer relationships, popularity, and peer norms on
aggression, prosocial behavior, and academic functioning.

Gijs Huitsing is an assistant professor at the Department of Sociology
at the University of Groningen. His major research interests include a
social network perspective on bullying and victimization processes and
anti-bullying interventions.

