
Do Parenting and Family Characteristics
Moderate the Relation between Peer
Victimization and Antisocial Behavior?
A 5-year Longitudinal Study
Grace S. Yang and Vonnie C. McLoyd, University of Michigan

Abstract

Past research has demonstrated that relationships with peers and parents play salient
roles in various child outcomes. However, little research has examined the confluence
of these two factors in the context of peer victimization. In particular, little is known
about which family and parental factors mitigate or intensify the impact of adverse
peer relations. The current study bridged this gap by testing whether maternal support
and family conflict moderated the association between peer victimization and antiso-
cial behavior. Moderation effects were found for girls but not boys. Cross-lagged path
analyses of nationally representative longitudinal data (N = 1046; 53 percent boys;
Time 1: Mage = 10.7) showed that, among girls, higher levels of maternal warmth and
mother–child communication significantly attenuated the link between early peer vic-
timization and later antisocial outcomes. By contrast, greater family conflict signifi-
cantly increased antisocial outcomes among girls who experienced peer victimization.
For boys, early peer victimization significantly predicted antisocial outcomes, regard-
less of parenting and family factors. All findings remained significant even after
controlling for preexisting antisocial tendencies and demographic factors, as well as
for the stability of victimization in the model.

Keywords: peer victimization; antisocial behavior; maternal warmth; parent–child
communication; family conflict

Introduction

Children who bully others have normative beliefs that are more accepting of aggressive
and antisocial behavior (Anderson & Huesmann, 2003; Huesmann & Kirwil, 2007).
Unfortunately, children who are bullied also increasingly develop normative beliefs
that are more tolerant of aggressive and antisocial behavior. Frequent victimization
may encourage children to value violent behavior as a legitimate and effective mecha-
nism for defending themselves against peers, leading to greater aggressive outcomes in
the future. Research has shown that experiencing aggression as a victim in school, the
neighborhood, or the home predicts increases in later aggression through changes in
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normative beliefs (Orue et al., 2011), and that children who suffer interpersonal rejec-
tion and aggression are vulnerable to dysfunctional social-cognitive biases, increasing
their propensity for antisocial outcomes (Crick & Dodge, 1994). These findings are
consistent with social cognitive theory, which posits that children learn social behav-
iors not only through direct experiences, but also by observing the behaviors of others
and the outcomes of those behaviors (Bandura, 1986, 2002).

Scholars have suggested that we can advance our understanding of the conse-
quences of witnessing and experiencing peer bullying by investigating the interactive
influences of various contextual elements, including family processes (Hong &
Espelage, 2012; Lynch & Cicchetti, 2002). These suggestions draw heavily on
Bronfenbrenner’s (1986) social-ecological model, which posits that understanding
development requires the study of the ecological system in which growth occurs,
taking account of influences at multiple levels of proximity to the child. Relatively
little empirical research has explored these contextual influences in relation to nega-
tive peer experiences and their impact on children’s development. The present study
uses longitudinal data to extend knowledge in this area by examining the extent to
which the quality of mother–child relations and the family environment moderates
the association between children’s early peer victimization and prospective develop-
ment of antisocial behavior. It directs attention to influences that operate at the
‘mesosystem’ level of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model, a term used to denote the
principal settings in which children spend their time—two of which are the family
setting and the peer setting.

The Interplay between Peer Victimization and Antisocial Behavioral Problems

The findings of a handful of studies suggest that peer victimization functions as an
antecedent of externalizing problems like aggression, impulsivity, and antisocial
behavior (Hanish & Guerra, 2002; Ostrov, 2010; Schwartz, McFadyen-Ketchum,
Dodge, Pettit, & Bates, 1998). However, other research shows the reverse pathway. For
example, Hodges, Boivin, Vitaro, and Bukowski (1999) found evidence that external-
izing problems preceded victimization rather than victimization leading to the devel-
opment of externalizing problems. Theorists hypothesized that externalizing problem
behaviors may repel peers and increase the likelihood that children with these problems
will become alienated and targets of bullying (e.g., Dodge, Lochman, Harnish, Bates,
& Pettit, 1997; Morrow, Hubbard, Rubin, & McAuliffe, 2008; Salmivalli &
Helteenvuori, 2007).

Instead of taking a unidirectional approach—in which victimization comes either
before or after externalizing behaviors—some scholars argue that the connection
between victimization and externalizing problems among children should be under-
stood within a framework of mutual processes involving continuous interplay between
various externalizing symptoms and peer victimization. In keeping with this view,
Reijntjes et al.’s (2011) meta-analysis of 14 longitudinal studies revealed that exter-
nalizing problems, including antisocial behavior, are both antecedents and conse-
quences of peer victimization. Accordingly, the current study examines the prospective
link between peer victimization and antisocial behavioral problems in the context of a
bidirectional model by including both measures at two time points. Obviously, not all
victimized children are antisocial prior to bullying, and victimization experience does
not invariably lead to antisocial behavior. Including concurrent and prospective vic-
timization measures of both victimization and antisocial behavior allows us to explore
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how stability or changes in victimization experiences affect later behavioral outcomes
over and above the influence of preexisting antisocial behavior.

Family Processes, Peer Victimization, and Antisocial Behavioral Problems

Studies have reported evidence linking peer victimization to several parenting styles
and behaviors, including indifferent-uninvolved parenting (Bowers, Smith, & Binney,
1994; Duncan, 2004), harsh and inconsistent discipline, physical maltreatment
(Shields & Cicchetti, 2001), and low parental support and warmth (Duncan, 2004) (see
Hong & Espelage, 2012, for a recent review). These findings are generally in line with
the attachment theory, which underscores the importance of children’s early emotional
bonds with parents in the development of subsequent interpersonal relationships
(Bowlby, 1988). Children who develop hostile and distrustful relationships with their
parents due to low parental warmth and responsiveness may adopt similar patterns of
negative expectations when engaging with peers as a result of their greater fear and
anxiety. A few studies have directly linked insecure attachment to higher levels of peer
bullying and peer victimization (e.g., Smith & Myron-Wilson, 1998; Troy & Sroufe,
1987; Waters, Wippman, & Sroufe, 1979). Cognitive processes and emotional factors,
including hostile attributional biases, mistrust, and anger, are considered probable
mediators of these links (Bretherton, 1985; Crick & Dodge, 1994; Kennedy &
Kennedy, 2004).

It is plausible that parenting behaviors not only influence children’s exposure to peer
victimization, but their responses to peer victimization as well. The present study
focuses on the latter issue, examining maternal warmth, mother–child communication,
and family conflict as moderators of the link between peer victimization and children’s
antisocial behavior. The corpus of studies that have assessed the influence of family
processes on the strength of the relation between peer victimization and children’s
adjustment is surprisingly small.

The most rigorous study of this issue, and the only one we are aware of that
focuses on externalizing behavior as an outcome, was based on the Environmental
Risk Longitudinal Twin sample drawn from a larger birth cohort of twins in England
and Wales (Bowes, Maughan, Caspi, Moffitt, & Arseneault, 2010). All of the twins
were same-sex and 56 percent were monozygotic (identical) twin pairs. Children
who were bullied when they attended primary school had significantly lower levels
of externalizing problems and internalizing problems at ages 10–12 if maternal
warmth was high and if the atmosphere in the home was more positive. The buff-
ering effects on externalizing problems were stronger for boys than girls. This
study provided especially compelling evidence that maternal warmth had an envi-
ronmental effect in protecting children from the negative outcomes associated with
being bullied. Specifically, the twin who received more maternal warmth within a
twin pair had fewer externalizing problems than the twin who received less maternal
warmth.

Other investigations of the moderating effect of family processes on the relation
between peer victimization and children’s adjustment have focused exclusively on
internalizing problems as an outcome. Conners-Burrow, Johnson, Whiteside-Mansell,
McKelvey, and Gargus (2009) analyzed cross-sectional data from a sample of rural,
primarily White, economically diverse fifth- to eleventh-grade students.They found that
among bullies, victims of bullying, bully-victims, and children not involved in bullying,
those who perceived high levels of parental support, as compared with those who
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perceived low levels of parental support, reported significantly fewer symptoms of
anxiety/depression.

Other studies focusing on a diversity of peer-related issues point to protective effects
of parental warmth and support. Maternal warmth reduced acting out behavior, anxiety,
and learning problems associated with peer rejection in Patterson, Cohn, and Kao’s
(1989) longitudinal, sociometric study of first graders whereas Baldry and Farrington
(2005) found that higher levels of parental support buffered adolescents from peer
victimization associated with emotion-oriented coping. In line with these findings is
evidence that among fourth-grade girls who experience peer victimization, those who
more frequently sought social support from family members or friends to help them
cope with victimization experiences had fewer teacher-reported social problems (cling-
ing, not getting along with others) than victimized girls who rarely sought social
support (Kochenderfer-Ladd & Skinner, 2002).

The Current Study

The current study examines maternal warmth, mother–child communication, and
family conflict as moderators of antisocial behaviors associated with peer bullying.
Drawing on attachment theory and prior empirical findings, we tested the following
hypotheses: (1) Peer victimization (i.e., being a victim of peer bullying) was expected
to predict antisocial behavior, both concurrently and longitudinally, over and above the
influence of children’s prior antisocial behavior. (2) Relationships with mothers were
expected to play a moderating role in affecting the predicted outcome. Specifically,
higher levels of maternal warmth and higher levels of mother–child communication
were expected to attenuate the relation between peer victimization and antisocial
behavior. (3) By contrast, greater family conflict was expected to intensify the link
between peer victimization and antisocial behavior.

Although prior research indicates gender differences in bullying and externalizing
behavioral patterns (e.g., Hanish & Guerra, 2002; Rusby, Forrester, Biglan, & Metzler,
2005; Schwartz et al., 1998), there is not enough evidence to confirm that early peer
victimization experiences predict later antisocial outcomes equally for boys and girls,
over and above the influences of prior antisocial tendencies and stability of victimiza-
tion status. Findings about gender differences are mixed. Some evidence suggests that
boys are more likely than girls to display behavior problems after experiencing peer
victimization (e.g., Hanish & Guerra, 2002; Schwartz et al., 1998). Other studies have
reported the opposite findings (Rusby et al., 2005). Still others found little or no gender
difference (e.g., Crick & Bigbee, 1998). The present study assessed whether gender
influenced the strength of the direct relation between peer victimization and antisocial
behavior, but in light of mixed findings we made no predictions about gender effects.
In addition, we made no predictions about whether the hypothesized moderating
effects of family processes would vary by child gender, given the paucity of relevant
empirical work and the absence of a strong theoretical rationale.

Method

Participants

The sample in this study was derived from the Child Development Supplement (CDS)
of the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID). Ongoing since 1968, the PSID is a
longitudinal survey of a representative sample of US individuals and the families with
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whom they reside. Beginning in 1997, information about the developmental out-
comes of up to two children ages 0–12 per PSID family was obtained through inter-
views with the children, their primary caregiver, and other individuals. The current
investigation analyzed two waves of CDS data collected in 2002 (labeled Time 1)
and 2007 (labeled Time 2). The full sample in 2002 consisted of 2907 children aged
5–19 years. Of the 2907 children from the 2002 sample, 1676 children from the
families who remained active in the PSID 2005 panel were still eligible for
reinterview in 2007. Data collected in 2007 resulted in completed interviews for
1506 of the 1676 ‘followable’ children in 2007, resulting in a response rate of 90
percent. The reasons for not completing an interview during the 2007 data collection
period include no longer residing with a primary caregiver, institutionalization for
physical or mental health reasons, being unable to be reached due to changes in
contact information, and incarceration.

In our subsample, we only included children who were 8 years old and older in our
analysis because only children of at least 8 years of age were asked the child interview
questions. We excluded children older than 14 at Time 1 because we wanted to limit our
longitudinal analysis to youth under age 19. After restricting the sample by age, our
subsample consisted of 1046 children (53 percent boys; 46 percent White, 37 percent
Black, 17 percent other ethnicities) aged 8.0–14.1 years (M = 10.65, SD = 1.56) at Time
1 and aged 12.7–18.8 years (M = 15.57, SD = 1.57) at Time 2.

Within the analytic sample of 1046 children, there was a small amount of missing
data among key variables. Item non-response across key variables for our study (e.g.,
antisocial behavior, peer victimization, and family variables) ranged from .0 percent to
9.1 percent. Missing data were imputed using multiple imputation in STATA 13
(StataCorp, College Station, TX, USA). Due to the excellent response rate from
primary caregivers and children participating in the CDS (96 percent and 90 percent,
respectively), all individuals were present at both time periods. The present study used
data from the children, their primary caregivers, and the interviewers. Because 90.2
percent of primary caregivers were mothers, for convenience primary caregivers are
referred to as ‘mothers’.

Measures

Peer Victimization. Victimization by peers at Time 1 was the main independent vari-
able. Our measure included both physical and relational victimization. Using a 6-point
scale (ranging from 1 = not in the past month to 6 = every day), children reported how
often during the preceding month other children in their school or neighborhood had
(1) ‘picked on me or said means things to me’, (2) ‘hit me’, (3) ‘taken my things, like
my money or lunch, without asking’, and (4) ‘purposely left me out of my friends’
activities’. In this study, 622 children (68 percent) reported being a target of peer
victimization at least once in the preceding month. Peer victimization at Time 2 was
measured using the same four-item scale and was included in the current analysis as a
control variable. The internal reliability of the measure was acceptable for both years
(Cronbach’s alpha = .59 in 2002, alpha = .60 in 2007).

Antisocial Behavior. Antisocial behavior at both Time 1 and Time 2 was measured
using items from the behavior problem index (BPI). The BPI gauges the frequency of
behavioral problems displayed by children during the previous 3 months (Peterson &
Zill, 1986). Mothers responded to nine items (sample items: My child ‘cheats or tells
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lies’, ‘argues too much’, ‘bullies or is cruel or mean to others’, ‘does not seem to feel
sorry after misbehaving’, ‘is impulsive’) on a 3-point response scale (‘often’, ‘some-
times’, and ‘never’ true of the child). A total score of antisocial behavior was computed,
with higher scores representing more behavior problems. The internal reliability of this
measure was acceptable for both years (Cronbach’s alpha = .83 and .83, respectively).
The child’s antisocial behavior at Time 1 was used as a baseline measure, and his or her
antisocial behavior at Time 2 was the focal dependent variable.

Maternal Warmth. Maternal warmth was assessed based on interviewers’ responses to
three questions assessed at Time 1. Based on observations of the mother’s behavior and
attitude toward the child during the home visit, the interviewer rated the mother on the
extent to which she (1) showed warmth when talking with her child, (2) showed pride
or pleasure in her child, and (3) was hostile, cold, and harsh to her child. Items were
rated on a 5-point scale (the last item was reverse-coded so that higher scores reflect
more warmth), and a standardized mean score was used. The internal consistency for
this measure was .86.

Mother–child Communication. The measure of mother–child communication, admin-
istered at Time 1, assessed how often the mother and child talked about various topics.
Using a 5-point response scale (1 = not in the past month, 5 = every day), the mother
indicated how often she talked with the child about (1) things the child is especially
interested in, (2) the child’s relationships with friends, (3) current events, like topics
going on in the news, and (4) the child’s day. A mean score of these four items was
used. The internal reliability of this scale was .69.

Family Conflict. A five-item scale measured the degree of physical and verbal
aggression present among family members at Time 1. The mother indicated how
much she agreed or disagreed with each of the following five statements: (1) family
members fight a lot, (2) family members often criticize each other, (3) family
members sometimes get so angry they throw things, (4) family members sometimes
hit each other, and (5) family members always calmly discuss problems (1 = com-
pletely disagree, 5 = completely agree). The last item was reverse-coded so that
higher scores represent higher levels of family conflict. The internal reliability of this
measure was .70.

Control Variables. The child’s gender, age, race/ethnicity, family income, and
achievement, all assessed at Time 1, were used as control variables because these
individual factors have been found to be associated with bullying and antisocial
behavior (Cook, Williams, Guerra, Kim, & Sadek, 2010). Mothers reported the child’s
gender, age, and race/ethnicity. Family income was operationalized as the ratio of
family income to the poverty threshold for the respective household size. Approxi-
mately 16 percent of the households in our sample had income below the poverty
threshold.

Child achievement was measured using the Woodcock Johnson Psycho-Educational
Battery-Revised (WJ-R). The WJ-R test of achievement is a well-established and
validated measure that taps several dimensions of children’s intellectual ability, includ-
ing reading and mathematic skills (Esters & Ittenbach, 1999). In the present study, we
created a composite score of achievement based on the letter-word, passage compre-
hension, and applied problem tests.

6 Grace S. Yang and Vonnie C. McLoyd

© 2015 John Wiley & Sons Ltd Social Development, 2015

Parenting, Peer Victimization, and Antisocial Behavior 753

VC 2015 John Wiley & Sons Ltd Social Development 24, 4, 2015



Results

Analysis Technique

The hypothesized relations were tested within a structural equation modeling (SEM)
framework using a full-information maximum-likelihood (FIML) estimation pro-
cedure in STATA. The FIML technique adequately accounted for parameter estimates
with incomplete data under the assumption that data were missing at random. Because
up to two children from the same family could participate in the study, possible cluster
effects may bias the results by deflating standard errors, if not adequately corrected.
Thus, all analyses were performed using the cluster option in STATA. This procedure
ensured that the standard errors for all parameter estimates were adjusted for potential
non-independence. However, goodness-of-fit statistics are not provided in the presence
of clustering. Because clustering is more prone to producing biased parameter esti-
mates and less prone to affecting fit statistics, we report the fit statistics without the
cluster option and report parameter estimates and significance with the cluster option.

The overall model fit was evaluated using the root mean square error of approxi-
mation (RMSEA; Browne, MacCallum, Kim, Andersen, & Glaser, 2002) in combina-
tion with comparative fit index (CFI; Bentler, 1989). The proposed path models were
considered a good fit for the data if the CFI value was greater than .95 and the RMSEA
was less than .08 (Hu & Bentler, 1999; McDonald & Ho, 2002).

Preliminary Analyses

Table 1 presents bivariate correlations and descriptive statistics of major variables in
the hypothesized model. Correlations were in the expected direction, such that chi-
ldren’s peer victimization at Time 1 had a significant positive association with antiso-
cial behavior at Time 2 (r = .12, p < .01). Children’s antisocial behavior at Time 1 and
Time 2 was negatively associated with mother–child relationship quality (as reflected
by maternal warmth and mother–child communication) and positively associated with
family conflict. In addition, children’s antisocial behavior at Time 1 had a significant
positive correlation with their antisocial behavior at Time 2 (r = .56), and peer
victimization at Time 1 had a significant positive correlation with peer victimization at
Time 2 (r = .23). These findings are consistent with previous research documenting
substantial stability of aggression and peer experiences over time (e.g., Huesmann,
Moise-Titus, Podolski, & Eron, 2003; Smith, Talamelli, Cowie, Naylor, & Chauhan,
2004).

The substantive analyses involved three steps. First, we fitted our SEM model
examining the association between peer victimization and antisocial behavior to the
entire sample. Next, we performed multiple group analyses to test gender as a mod-
erator. To do so, we ran the same model simultaneously for boys and girls. Finally, to
test the moderating role of family variables in predicting the growth of antisocial
behavior, which is the main focus of our study, we added each interaction term
separately to the model, conducting SEM analysis three times for each of the three
moderators (maternal warmth, mother–child communication, and family conflict).

The results of the full-sample estimation did not show a significant relationship
between Time 1 peer victimization and Time 2 antisocial behavior (β = .026, p = .381).
As proposed, the next step was to carry the same model into the multiple group
analyses to test gender as a moderator. The results of gender differences in the
hypothesized path are reported in the next section.
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Testing Gender Differences in the Relation between Peer Victimization and
Antisocial Behavior

We first created a model that constrained all parameter estimates to be equal across
boys and girls, and this model was compared with a model that allowed all parameter
estimates to freely vary between both genders. The fully constrained model resulted in
a statistically significant deterioration of model fit in comparison to the unconstrained
model [Δχ2 (39) = 192.49, p = .001], suggesting that the pattern of associations in the
model should be assumed to vary between boys and girls.

The path from Time 1 peer victimization to Time 2 peer victimization also signifi-
cantly differed between boys and girls [Δχ2 (1) = 5.50, p = .02]. To maximize the
parsimony and accuracy of our model, the paths from Time 1 antisocial behavior to
Time 2 peer victimization and from Time 1 to Time 2 antisocial behavior were
constrained to be equally estimated for boys and girls, because the gender differences
for these two paths were not statistically significant [Δχ2 (1) = .00, p = .98, Δχ2 (1) =
2.41, p = .12].

Figure 1 presents the model representing the relations between peer victimization
experiences and antisocial behavior at Time 1 and Time 2, separately for boys and girls.
Because none of the demographic factors, including age, significantly predicted anti-
social behavior at Time 2 for either gender, they are not presented in any of the figures.
The resulting model fit the data well, with χ2 (12) = 24.91; p = .015; CFI = .972;
RMSEA = .045, 90 percent confidence interval (CI) [.019, .071]. We tested whether the
specific structural path coefficient from Time 1 peer victimization to Time 2 antisocial
behavior differed between boys and girls by comparing the fit of the unconstrained
model to the model with a constraint imposed on this specific path. A statistically
significant change in chi-square statistics indicates that the effects of peer victimization
at Time 1 on antisocial behavior at Time 2 are significantly different for boys and girls
[Δχ2 (1) = 4.00, p = .05].

The association between peer victimization at Time 1 and antisocial problems at
Time 2 was significant only for boys (β = .078, p = .04). The significant longitudinal
effect was found after controlling for the effect of antisocial behavior at Time 1 and the
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model as exogenous variables. The parameters are standardized path coefficients. *p <
.05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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effect of demographic factors on antisocial behavior at Time 2. However, antisocial
problems at Time 1 did not significantly predict peer victimization at Time 2 for either
gender (β = .02, p = .50). This non-significant path coefficient suggests the temporal
ordering of the relation between peer victimization and antisocial behavior. That is,
independent of the effects due to boys’ baseline measure of antisocial problems or to
the boys’ age, race, achievement level, or family income, boys’ peer victimization at
Time 1 predicted a small but statistically significant increase in antisocial behavioral
problems at Time 2.

Because of the wide age range in this sample, we tested whether age moderated the
link between peer victimization and antisocial behavior. The likelihood ratio test
revealed no statistical significance between different age groups [Δχ2 (1) = .21,
p = .65]. Also, the three-way interaction among age, gender, and peer victimization was
not significant [Δχ2 (6) = 7.54, p = .27].

Testing the Moderating Effects of Family Processes and Gender

Using this model as a baseline, we examined the moderating role of parenting practices
and family conflict in predicting the growth of antisocial behavior. To test the statistical
significance of the potential moderators on the hypothesized paths, we included an
interaction product term for each parenting factor (i.e., maternal warmth × victimiza-
tion, mother–child communication × victimization, and family conflict × victimiza-
tion) in the model as an observed variable. For ease of interpretation and to avoid
multicollinearity issues, we centered all predictor variables before calculating the
statistical interaction term. In each of the three SEM models, the moderating effect was
tested by a two-group analysis using gender as a grouping variable.

Maternal Warmth. The SEM model (see Figure 2) testing the maternal warmth by peer
victimization interaction was based on a sample of 1046 children (554 boys; 492 girls).
The model exhibited an excellent fit with the data, χ2 (19) = 38.91; p = .01; CFI = .958;
RMSEA = .045, 90 percent CI [.024, .065]. There was a significant interaction effect
between maternal warmth and peer victimization on antisocial behavior, but only for
girls (β = −.42, p = .041; β = −.10, p = .58 for girls and boys, respectively). A chi-square
difference test revealed that the magnitude of this longitudinal association significantly
differed between boys and girls [Δχ2 (1) 4.07, p = .043].

For girls, the association between peer victimization at Time 1 and antisocial behav-
ior at Time 2 depended on the level of maternal warmth at Time 1, with higher warmth
attenuating the link between peer victimization and antisocial behavior. Maternal
warmth at Time 1 had a significant negative correlation with antisocial tendencies at
Time 1 (r = −.22, p < .000; r = −.12, p = .001, for boys and girls, respectively).
However, maternal warmth at Time 1 was unrelated to antisocial behavior at Time 2
(β = −.024, p > .05, for both boys and girls). According to the Bentler-Raykov squared
multiple correlation coefficients, the predictors in the model accounted for 31.38
percent of the variance in boys’ antisocial behavior at Time 2 and 35.29 percent of the
variance in girls’ antisocial behavior at Time 2.

Mother–child Communication. As Figure 3 shows, the model testing the interaction
between mother–child communication and peer victimization also exhibited an excel-
lent fit with the data, χ2 (14) = 27.75; p = .05; CFI = .977; RMSEA = .035, 90 percent
CI [.003, .057]. As with maternal warmth, there was a significant interaction effect of
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mother–child communication for girls but not for boys [Δχ2 (1) 4.37, p = .037]. For
girls, the association between peer victimization at Time 1 and antisocial behavior at
Time 2 was significantly reduced as the level of mother–child communication
increased (β = −.10, p = .02). For boys, the longitudinal association between peer
victimization and antisocial behavior was not contingent upon different levels of
mother–child communication (β = .01, p = .871).

For both boys and girls, mother–child communication at Time 1 was negatively
associated with antisocial tendencies at Time 2, but the magnitude of these relations
was very small and only approached statistical significance (β = −.02, p = .08; β = −.02,
p = .08, for boys and girls, respectively). The predictors in the model accounted for 37.2
percent and 37.0 percent of the variance in antisocial behavior at Time 2 for boys and
girls, respectively.

Family Conflict. As Figure 4 shows, the model testing the family conflict by peer
victimization interaction also fit the data well, χ2 (14) = 36.98; p = .003; CFI = .958;
RMSEA = .047, 90 percent CI [.026, .068]. As with maternal warmth and mother–
child communication, the interaction effect between family conflict and peer victimi-
zation was significant for girls, but not for boys. This interaction effect was marginally
significant [Δχ2 (1) 2.93, p = .08]. Among girls, the association between peer victimi-
zation at Time 1 and antisocial outcome at Time 2 was significantly amplified as the
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level of family conflict increased (β = .11, p = .03). For boys, the longitudinal relation
between peer victimization and antisocial behavior was unrelated to different levels of
family conflict.

Family conflict at Time 1 was positively correlated with antisocial behavior at Time
1 (β = .11, p = .03 for boys and girls) and antisocial tendencies at Time 2 (r = .24, p <
.001; r = .29, p < .001, for boys and girls, respectively). The predictors in the model
accounted for 37.43 percent and 37.50 percent of the variance in antisocial behavior at
Time 2 for boys and girls, respectively.

Discussion

The present study adds to our sparse knowledge about the role of family and parenting
factors in mitigating and amplifying the impact of peer victimization on antisocial
behavior. The findings partially supported our hypotheses, with child gender emerging
as variable of major significance in the hypothesized relationships. Both the direct
association between peer victimization and antisocial behavior and the hypothesized
moderating influences varied as a function of child gender. The findings for boys, but
not girls, supported our hypothesis about the longitudinal relation between peer vic-
timization and antisocial behavior. Boys who experienced peer victimization more
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frequently displayed higher levels of antisocial behavior 5 years later, over and above
concurrent experiences of peer victimization, the influence of prior antisocial behavior,
and the effects of demographic factors. This longitudinal relation was not contingent
upon or moderated by parenting or family factors whereas, for girls, antisocial out-
comes depended on variation in maternal warmth, mother–child communication, and
family conflict in a manner consistent with our predictions. Specifically, when girls
experienced higher levels of warmth and more frequent communication with their
mothers, the link between peer victimization and antisocial behavior was attenuated
whereas when they experienced higher levels of family conflict the link was amplified.
In short, both positive and negative aspects of family interaction influenced girls’ but
not boys’ response to peer victimization.

A number of factors may underlie this pattern of gender difference in moderating
influences. There was a significant gender difference in the scores for mother–child
communication and family conflict, [t(1044) = 2.59, p = .010 and t(706) = 1.97, p =
.049, respectively], with girls having higher scores than boys. Such a gender difference
is perhaps making these parenting/family variables more salient, and hence more
influential for girls than for boys. However, this explanation is challenged by the fact
that maternal warmth, like mother–child communication and family conflict, moder-
ated the link between peer victimization and antisocial behavior in girls, but not in
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boys, even though no gender difference existed in the mean level of observed maternal
warmth [t(904) = 1.06, p = .291].

It is plausible that the gender differences in moderating influences are due to
differences in peer context and where children spend their time. In their response to
peer victimization, boys may be less susceptible than girls to the influence of the family
environment because they tend to spend less time at home compared with girls
(Kroneman, Loeber, & Hipwell, 2004). The sway of the family environment may be
diminished further by the tendency of boys to have larger friendship and peer networks
than girls, although this difference is not always found (Goodwin, 2002; Rubin,
Bukowski, & Parker, 2007). If boys have larger friendship and peer networks than girls,
peers may assume greater salience and influence in their emotional lives, with the
potential consequence that boys’ response to peer victimization, relative to girls’
response, may depend less on family interaction patterns and more on their interactions
with peers. The findings of Simpkins and Parke’s (2001) study of relations between
parents’ and children’s friendships suggest that boys’ social lives indeed may be less
impacted by their families than the social lives of girls. Different qualities of paternal
and maternal friendships were related to daughters’ friendship qualities whereas boys’
friendship patterns were largely unrelated to either the mothers’ or the fathers’ friend-
ship qualities.

It is also likely that our measure of mother–child communication reflects a transac-
tional process driven in part by children’s initiation of communication with their
mothers. In the present study, mothers reported communicating with their sons less
frequently than their daughters. This difference probably reflects a lesser tendency for
sons, compared with daughters, to initiate discussions with their mothers. A reasonable
extrapolation of this difference is that boys, compared with girls, talk less with their
mothers about peer victimization experiences, and consequently receive less support
and intervention on their behalf to lessen the occurrence and mitigate the negative
effects of peer victimization. The potential for mother–son communication to protect
boys from the negative effects of peer victimization may be further eroded if boys are
less inclined than girls to embrace and implement the suggestions that they receive
from their mothers about how to cope with peer victimization. Prior research indicates
that boys are less likely than girls to view support as the best strategy for ending peer
victimization or helping them feel better (Hunter, Boyle, & Warden, 2004), and less
willing than girls to seek help from adults, including their parents, in dealing with
bullying generally (Glover, Gough, Johnson, & Cartwright, 2000; Hunter et al., 2004;
Smith et al., 2004).

Our finding that mother–son communication was less frequent and less protective
than mother–daughter communication is reminiscent of findings from Ceballo, Dahl,
Aretakis, and Ramirez’s (2001) study of the influence of mothers’ knowledge about
their children’s encounters with violence. Mother–daughter agreement (mothers and
children independently reported whether the child was exposed to different types of
community violence, including personal victimization and witnessing violence) was
significantly higher than mother–son agreement, suggesting that mothers were more
knowledgeable about their daughters’ exposure to violence than their sons’ exposure.
Moreover, higher levels of mother–child concordance regarding children’s victimiza-
tion experiences were significantly associated with fewer post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) symptoms, a finding that suggests that children may benefit psychologically
from increased opportunities to talk with parents about their experiences with violence,
including bullying and other forms of peer victimization.
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The age range of children in the present study is quite wide (8–14 years at Time 1).
Although child age was negatively associated with peer victimization at Time 1 (r =
−.18 p < .01) and Time 2 (r = −.17, p < .01), it was unrelated to antisocial behavior at
Time 1 (r = .02, NS) and Time 2 (r = .002, NS), and did not moderate the link between
peer victimization and antisocial behavior. Notwithstanding the latter finding, further
examination is warranted of whether the role of the family in the relation of peer
victimization to later antisocial behavior differs as a function of developmental period
(e.g., early childhood, middle childhood, adolescence), given the existence of marked
variations across developmental periods in how much time children spend with peers
and parents, and in the salience and the psychological importance of peers and friends
(Eccles, 1999).

Among the strengths of this study are an economically and ethnically diverse sample
of families, the expansion of family interaction variables beyond those examined in
prior studies, the measurement of key variables based on information from different
informants, a cross-lagged longitudinal design, and strong statistical controls that
resulted in a conservative test of moderating influences. However, there are several
limitations in the study that need to be considered. Our findings suggest that peer
victimization contributes to, but is not a consequence of, antisocial behavior. However,
Reijntjes et al.’s (2011) meta-analysis of 14 longitudinal studies found a symmetrical
bidirectional relationship between peer victimization and externalizing problems.
Because our findings are based on a single study with only two time points, they must
be interpreted with caution in light of the findings from Reijntjes et al.’s meta-analysis.

Because some of our measures (e.g., mother–child communication, antisocial
behavior) are based on mothers’ reports, the findings may be subject to socially
desirable responding and non-random measurement errors. Although some past
studies have used parent reports as the only source of information about parent–child
relations and children’s behavioral adjustment (e.g., Achenbach, McConaughy, &
Howell, 1987), reports from multiple respondents will provide more valid and unbiased
information.

Another limitation is our exclusive focus on mothers’ interactions with their children
and lack of attention to fathers’ and siblings’ influences. Family systems theory empha-
sizes the importance of patterns of interaction within and across family subsystems
(e.g., marital and parent–child, parent–child and sibling). It proposes that individual
family members are embedded in the larger family system and cannot be fully under-
stood independent of the context of that system and the behavior of other family
members (Cox & Paley, 1997). In relation to the present study, the warmth that fathers
displayed toward their sons, and the frequency of father–son communication, may have
been more consequential than maternal warmth and mother–child communication as
protective factors for boys who experienced peer victimization. In addition, boys
generally may be more disposed to talking with their fathers than their mothers about
experiences of peer victimization, potentially amplifying the protective role of fathers
in the emotional lives of sons. We were unable to address these issues because the
requisite data were not in the CDS dataset. Future research that integrates a focus on
father–child relations and sibling relations will complement extant knowledge and
significantly advance our understanding of the role of family processes in mitigating
the negative effects of peer victimization.

In addition, it is important to point out that the gender differences in moderating
influences found in the present study are at odds with the findings from Bowes et al.
(2010), who found that the buffering effects of maternal warmth and a positive home
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atmosphere on delinquency and aggression were stronger for boys than girls. The
conflicting findings may derive partly from differences in the study samples. The
present study is based on an economically and racially diverse and nationally repre-
sentative sample of American children. By contrast, Bowes et al.’s investigation
focused on a highly unique sample consisting of same-sex twins, a disproportionate
number of whom grew up in adverse environments in England and Wales. Future
studies that help resolve this discrepancy in findings would be highly valuable. More
generally, the societal costs of antisocial behavior and heightened concern about peer
victimization justify considerably more study of family processes that affect children’s
response to peer victimization.
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