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Abstract 
Given the potential negative consequences of being a recipient of such behavior, the role of positive 
face needs, intragroup status, and the face-threatening nature of social aggression in predicting cor-
relates of negative affect experienced as a result of being a target of SAFTs, including the face threat 
of the response, forgiveness, and well-being was investigated. On the basis of the survey responses 
from 199 college-aged women, findings indicated that targets’ positive face needs and intragroup 
status are directly and indirectly associated with forgiveness and overall well-being. Implications for 
these findings in relation to theorizing about face and intragroup identity as well as limitations and 
suggestions for future research are provided. 
 
Social aggression is a process that damages a person’s identity, including her self-esteem 
and/or social standing in a group and includes behaviors such as rejection, rumor spread-
ing, and social exclusion (Galan & Underwood, 1997). In this study, we use the theoretical 
framework of face (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Goffman, 1967), focusing on Kowalski’s (2007) 
suggestion that the face-threat model does not adequately address the interactional devel-
opment process between targets and perpetrators and ignores targets’ reactions to being 
victimized. Likewise, recognizing the association between aggression and social group 
identity (Ojala & Nesdale, 2004), we attend to the role of identity and status in college 
women’s peer groups in differentiating reactions to socially aggressive acts. We focus on 
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personal and social (i.e., identity) factors that are associated with targets’ affect, communi-
cative responses, feelings of forgiveness, and overall well-being. We focus on college-aged 
women because research suggests that relational aggressiveness in college women is asso-
ciated with internalizing and externalizing difficulties (Burton, Hafetz, & Henninger, 2007; 
Werner & Crick, 1999) and because females tend to be more indirectly aggressive than they 
are physically aggressive (for a review, see Card, Stucky, Sawalani, & Little, 2008). In ad-
dition, we aim to extend research on social aggression which typically focuses on children 
(Werner & Crick, 1999). 
 
Social aggression as face-threatening acts 
Face refers to the self or image that people present and expect others to maintain or support 
during interactions (Cupach & Metts, 1994; Goffman, 1967). Individuals have two face de-
sires, including positive and negative face needs. Positive face needs refer to an individual’s 
desire for approval and appreciation as well as the desire for others to consider them lika-
ble. Negative face needs refer to an individual’s desire to be unconstrained, including free-
dom from action and imposition (Brown & Levinson, 1987). Although people normally 
expect and assume that others will behave in ways that support their positive and negative 
face needs, sometimes individuals threaten these desired preferences. Positive face threats 
are particularly relevant and similar to socially aggressive messages, given that both as-
sume a threat to an individual’s desired identity (Kowalski, Howerton, & McKenzie, 2001). 
Willer and Cupach (2008) argue that relationally aggressive messages typically communi-
cate relational devaluation (Cupach & Carson, 2002) and therefore threaten positive face 
in particular. We conceptualize socially aggressive messages as positive face threats and, 
thus, as socially aggressive face threats (SAFTs). Although it is clear that SAFTs are related to 
negative affect (Owens, Shute, & Slee, 2000; Willer & Cupach, 2008), what is less apparent 
is how these feelings are associated with other individual and communicative outcomes. 
 
Correlates of negative affect surrounding SAFTs 
Negative affect experienced as a result of social types of aggression may have implications 
for targets’ feelings of forgiveness, the face-threatening nature of their response to social 
aggression, and their overall well-being (e.g., McCullough, Worthington, & Rachal, 1997; 
Rusbult, Verette, Whitney, Slovik, & Lipkus, 1991). 
 
Negative affect and forgiveness 
Emotional responses to relational transgressions often include hurt and perceived attacks, 
characterized by affects such as fear and worry as well as feelings of righteous indignation, 
characterized by anger, contempt, and thoughts of retaliation toward the partner (Gott-
man, 1993). Thus, before forgiving or feeling motivated to behave benevolently toward a 
perpetrator of a SAFT, it may be likely that young women feel motivated to retaliate or 
avoid interpersonal or psychological contact (McCullough et al., 1997; Rusbult et al., 1991). 
Owens and colleagues’ (2000) research further supports this argument given that girls who 
experienced indirect aggression felt a desire to avoid perpetrators and seek revenge as a 
result. Given these findings, it seems likely that the extent to which a target experiences 
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negative affect resulting from a SAFT is associated with her feelings of forgiveness toward 
the perpetrator. 
 

H1: Targets’ negative affect experienced as a result of SAFTs is negatively asso-
ciated with feelings of forgiveness. 

 
Negative affect and face threat of the response 
Closely related to feelings of forgiveness, which are cognitive in nature, is the manner in 
which targets communicatively respond to SAFTs. Research on children has revealed that 
targets respond to social types of aggression by ignoring or confronting the perpetrator, 
attempting to deescalate or diffuse the aggressive episode, retaliating with physical and 
nonphysical aggression, making justifications and excuses, smiling and laughing, and 
withdrawing (Putallaz, Kuperschmidt, Coie, McKnight, & Grimes, 2004; Tapper & Boul-
ton, 2005). Taking negative affect into consideration in relation to these communicative 
responses is important given Goffman’s (1967) argument that “emotions [such as anger] 
function as moves, and fit so precisely into the logic of the ritual game” of interaction (p. 23). 
Along these lines, targets tend to respond to social types of aggression and their resulting 
negative feelings most often in vengeful as opposed to forgiving ways (e.g., Kowalski, 
2007). Thus, it is important to take into consideration that targets’ negative affect is a pre-
dictor of their communicative reactions to social aggression. 
 

H2: Targets’ negative affect experienced as a result of SAFTs are positively 
associated with the face-threatening nature of their response. 

 
Negative affect and well-being 
Researchers suggest that there is a clear link between the experience of negative affect and 
health-related symptoms. Bullying research has demonstrated its stressful nature (Beane, 
1998) and stress about hurtful events leads to rumination, perpetuating negative affect and 
harmful physiological effects (Witvliet, 1997; Worthington, 1998). Long-term effects of vic-
timization include loneliness, low self-esteem, anxiety, fear, depression, and physical health 
problems (see Kowalski, 2007, for a review). 
 

H3: Targets’ negative affect experienced as a result of SAFTs is negatively associ-
ated with their well-being. 

 
There are also individual, social, and communicative factors that may be associated with 

negative feelings resulting from a SAFT. These may predict forgiveness, the face-threatening 
nature of the target’s response, and her well-being, not only directly but also indirectly by 
way of her negative affect. 
 
Individual, social, and communicative factors and negative affect 
In Brown and Levinson’s (1987) conception of positive and negative face, they suggested 
that three situational factors influence their threatening nature, including the relative 
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power differential and the relational distance between communicators as well as the cul-
tural and personal estimation of the rank of the threat (Metts, 2000). Brown and Levinson 
and others suggest that researchers should take additional features into consideration 
when determining the severity of face-threatening acts, such as requests and other types 
of messages (Metts, 2000; Tracy, 1990). Given the association between socially aggressive 
types of messages and negative affect, one of our goals in this study is to investigate rele-
vant social factors that may predict negative affect: (a) the target’s desire for positive face 
support, (b) the intragroup status of the target and the perpetrator, and (c) the severity of 
the face threat. 
 
Positive face needs and negative affect 
Given that positive face needs involve the desire for appreciation and approval, they are 
particularly relevant to young women. During adolescence girls develop an amplified de-
sire to be well liked, showing an increased concern for others’ opinions of them as well as 
increases in self-consciousness (Rosenberg & Simmons, 1975). Moreover, regardless of age 
and gender, everyone has a need to belong and be included in desired social groups (Bau-
meister & Leary, 1995; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). However, those individuals who have a 
stronger desire to be accepted and included suffer the most as a result of being victimized 
(Kowalski, 2007). Thus, one important factor to take into consideration when determining 
the negative emotional implications of a face threat is an individual’s trait positive face 
needs (Erbert & Floyd, 2004; Metts, 1990). Individuals who are sensitive to rejection are 
likely to see relational transgressions as signs of personal rejection and relationship deval-
uation, prompting significant anxiety and emotional or maladaptive reactions (Ayduk, 
Downey, Testa, Yen, & Shoda, 1999; Downey, Feldman, & Ayduk, 2000). 
 

H4: Targets’ positive face needs are positively associated with negative affect 
resulting from SAFTs. 

 
Target’s intragroup status and negative affect 
Guided by social identity theorizing (Hornsey, 2008), previous research has investigated 
the aspects of social identity and group influence on aggression (e.g., Gini, 2007; Ojala & 
Nesdale, 2004) by focusing on social aggression as a manifestation of social competition 
between one’s social ingroup and outgroup. However, we believe there are important 
intragroup considerations given that aggression is not limited to members of distinct social 
outgroups and often occurs in one’s own social network (Willer & Cupach, 2008). It is not 
only a matter of the social group with which an individual identifies but rather their social 
status in that group that may be associated with negative affect resulting from SAFTs. 
Although group status has been shown to explain aggressive acts (i.e., more popular girls 
may be more aggressive; Cillessen & Mayeux, 2007), we focus on how the perceived status 
of the target compared to the perpetrator (i.e., intragroup status) may influence outcomes 
associated with SAFTs. 

Previous research indicates a link between the social status of perpetrators and targets 
and negative affect. For example, Keltner, Young, Oemig, Heerey, and Monarch’s (1998) 
study of fraternity members showed that low-status participants displayed more facial 



W I L L E R  A N D  S O L I Z ,  P E R S O N A L  R E L A T I O N S H I P S  1 7  (2 0 1 0 )  

5 

embarrassment, pain, and fear than high-status participants. Furthermore, high school 
girls in Willer and Cupach’s (2008) study reported that relationally aggressive messages 
perpetrated by more popular peers were perceived as more face threatening and led to 
higher degrees of negative affect than messages that were delivered by equally popular or 
less popular girls. Collectively, this research and theorizing highlights the significance of 
identity and identity threat in aggression (Kowalski, 2007). 
 

H5: Targets’ intragroup status is associated with negative affect resulting from 
SAFTs, such that targets who have a lower status than perpetrators experi-
ence a higher degree of negative affect. 

 
Face threat of SAFT and negative affect 
Another important factor to take into consideration is the face-threatening nature of social 
aggression. Given that individuals are emotionally attached to their faces (Goffman, 1967), 
face threats are frequently associated with negative affect. In relation to previous research 
on social types of aggression, studies have demonstrated this relation. For example, Willer 
and Cupach (2008) found a significant correlation between the degree of positive face 
threat of relationally aggressive acts and negative affect. In Tracy and Tracy’s (1998) study, 
face attacks, acts considered intentionally threatening, were clearly linked to negative affect 
including irritation, hostility, and anger. 
 

H6: Targets’ perceptions of the degree of positive face threat are positively 
associated with negative affect experienced as a result of SAFTs. 

 
The hypotheses put forth represent a mediated model (Figure 1) in which the relations 

between the individual, social, and communicative factors (i.e., positive face needs, in-
tragroup status, and degree of face threat of SAFT) and the correlates of negative affect 
(i.e., forgiveness, face threat of the response to social aggression, and well-being) will be 
clarified by targets’ negative affect resulting from SAFTs. 
 
Method 
 
Participants 
We solicited college women from communication studies courses at a large Midwestern 
university for participation in order to receive course credit. To qualify, participants had 
to have had an experience within the last 6 months where another female from one of their 
social networks did something that was socially aggressive to them. In line with Galan and 
Underwood’s (1997) conceptualization, social aggression was defined for potential partic-
ipants as behaviors that are nonphysical in nature and are intended to harm a person’s 
sense of self and/or a person’s relationship with other people (e.g., friends, acquaintances, 
boyfriends, and coworkers). 

The total sample for this study included 199 college females ranging in age from 18 to 
28 years (M = 20.38, SD = 1.72) who were mostly White/non-Hispanic (87.9%). The remain-
ing participants were Asian/Pacific Islander (6.0%), Black/non-Hispanic (1.5%), Hispanic 
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(1.5%), and 3.0% did not report or indicated “other.” Participants responded to an episode 
of social aggression that took place an average of 7.84 (SD = 6.46) weeks prior to completing 
the survey. Participants indicated perpetrators ranged in age from 17 to 32 years old (M = 
20.44, SD = 2.29) and that they were mostly White/non-Hispanic (91.5%) but also included 
Asian/Pacific Islander (4.0%), Black/non-Hispanic (2.5%), Hispanic (1.0%), and 1.0% indi-
cated “other.” 
 
Procedures 
Participants who qualified for the study completed an online survey. To begin, they were 
asked to think of the specific incident they experienced when another female from their 
social network did something socially aggressive to them. In order to help the participants 
recall the details of the episode, participants provided a description of the interaction. The 
description was referenced as they completed the questionnaire. Participants completed a 
series of measures of variables associated with SAFTs as well as general demographic 
items. Intercorrelations for the variables are presented in Table 1. 
 
Measures 
 
Positive face needs 
We measured positive face needs with two measures. The first scale was Erbert and Floyd’s 
(2004) trait positive needs measure which consists of 12 items measured on a 5-point Likert-
type scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly disagree). Sample items include: “It is very 
important to me that people think that I am competent at what I do” and “If I thought 
someone didn’t respect me, it would really bother me” (α = .82). Higher scores represented 
greater desire for positive face support (M = 3.78, SD = .55). The second measure we used 
as an indicator of positive face needs was the fear of negative evaluation scale (Watson & 
Friend, 1969). The scale consists of 30 items measured on a 4-point Likert-type scale (1 = 
not at all like me to 4 = very much like me). Sample items include: “I am frequently afraid of 
other people noticing my shortcomings” and “I become tense and jittery if I know someone 
is sizing me up” (α = .93). Higher scores represented greater fear of negative evaluation 
(M = 2.58, SD = .48). 
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Table 1. Intercorrelations for variables associated with socially aggressive face threats (SAFTs) 

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

  1. Trait positive face needs —            
  2. Fear of negative evaluation .59∗∗ —           
  3. Relative likability −.19∗∗ −.23∗∗ —          
  4. Relative influence −.19∗∗ −.29∗∗ .75∗∗ —         
  5. Positive face threat (of SAFT) −.07 −.11 .07 .06 —        
  6. Negative affect .21∗∗ .25∗∗ −.18∗ −.23∗∗ .11 —       
  7. Revenge −.06 −.19∗∗ .08 .07 −.12 −.35∗∗ —      
  8. Avoidance .04 −.01 −.15∗ −.11 −.41∗∗ −.26∗∗ .48∗∗ —     
  9. Benevolence .06 −.02 −.16∗ −.11 −.37∗∗ −.27∗∗ .54∗∗ .78∗∗ —    
10. Positive face threat (of response) −.12 −.02 −.01 −.11 .05 .08 −.13 −.20∗∗ −.19∗∗ —   
11. Perceived stress −.26∗∗ −.43∗∗ .21∗∗ .34∗∗ .12 −.21∗∗ .14 −.06 −.08 −.17∗ —  
12. Self-esteem −.27∗∗ −.53∗∗ .25∗∗ .35∗∗ .21∗∗ −.19∗∗ .10 −.05 −.09 −.08 .57∗∗ — 
13. Mental and physical health symptoms −.26∗∗ −.33∗∗ .25∗∗ .26∗∗ .11 −.26∗∗ .16∗ −.04 −.07 −.17∗ .65∗∗ .47∗∗ 
∗ p < .05, ∗∗ p < .01 
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Intragroup status 
We measured participants’ perceived intragroup status at the time the socially aggressive 
act took place with relative likability and influence scales based on Lease, Musgrove, and 
Axelrod’s (2002) conceptualization of social status. Each scale was measured on 5-point 
Likert-type scales (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). The relative likability scale con-
sists of three items (i.e., “Others in my social network were more fond of me than they 
were of X,” “X was more liked by others in our social network than I was,” [reverse coded] 
and “In the eyes of others in our social network, I was more accepted than X”; α = .86). The 
relative influence scale consists of three items (i.e., “Others in our social network took me 
more seriously than they did X,” “X had more influence over others in our social network 
than me,” [reverse coded] and “Others in our social network were more likely to go along 
with what I said more often than they were to go along with what X said; α = .84). Higher 
scores represented greater relative likability (M = 3.79, SD = .95) and influence (M = 3.62, 
SD = 1.01), indicating higher intragroup status. 
 
Face threat of SAFT and face threat of response 
To measure the face-threatening nature of perpetrator SAFTs and target responses, partic-
ipants completed two versions of Cupach and Carson’s (2002) positive face threat measure 
by rating the socially aggressive act and their own response. Each measure consists of 10 
items measured on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly agree to 7 = strongly disagree). 
Sample items include: “X’s/My actions were rude” and “X’s/My actions were insensitive” 
(α = .71 for face threats; α = .84 for responses). Higher scores represented greater face threat 
of SAFT (M = 5.95, SD = .79) and greater face threat of response (M = 3.27, SD = 1.14). 
 
Negative affect 
We measured negative affect with a modified version of Watson, Clark, and Tellegen’s 
(1988) 10-item negative affect schedule previously used in Willer and Cupach (2008). The 
scale consists of 13 items including Watson and colleagues’ 10 negative-affect items (e.g., 
“guilty” and “nervous”), as well as three items added by Willer and Cupach (i.e., “angry,” 
“hurt,” and “embarrassed”) based on previous research suggesting that social aggression 
is associated with such emotional reactions (e.g., Owens et al., 2000). All items were meas-
ured on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = very slightly or not at all to 5 = extremely) that asks 
participants to indicate the extent to which they felt each response after the socially aggres-
sive experience occurred (α = .88). Higher scores represented greater degrees of negative 
affect (M = 2.71, SD = .80). 
 
Forgiveness 
We used three scales designed by McCullough and colleagues (1998) and McCullough and 
Hoyt (2002) in order to assess three correlates of forgiveness—revenge, avoidance, and be-
nevolence. We measured all three dimensions on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly 
disagree to 5 = strongly agree). The revenge scale consists of five items and samples included: 
“I’ll make her pay” and “I’m going to get even” (α = .90). Higher scores represented lesser 
feelings of revenge (i.e., greater forgiveness; M = 4.00, SD = .96). The avoidance scale con-
sists of seven items such as, “I don’t trust her” and “I withdraw from her” (α = .95). Higher 
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scores represented lesser feelings of avoidance (i.e., greater forgiveness; M = 2.61, SD = 
1.24). The benevolence scale consists of seven items such as, “I have given up my hurt and 
resentment” and “I want us to bury the hatchet and move forward with our relationship” 
(α = .94). Higher scores represented greater feelings of benevolence (i.e., greater for-
giveness; M = 2.90, SD = 1.07). 
 
Well-being 
We measured the overall well-being with three scales. The perceived stress scale (Cohen, 
Kamarch, & Mermelstein, 1983) consists of 14 items measured on a 5-point Likert-type 
scale (1 = never to 7 = very often) that asks participants to indicate how often they experi-
enced a number of feelings in the past month. Sample items include: “been upset because 
of something that happened unexpectedly” and “felt that you were unable to control the 
important things in your life?” (α = .83). Items were reverse coded so that higher scores 
represented lower perceived stress (i.e., greater well-being; M = 3.21, SD = .52). We meas-
ured self-esteem with Rosenberg’s (1965) scale that consists of 10 items evaluated on a 
7-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree). Sample items include, 
“I feel I have a number of good qualities” and “I am able to do things as well as other 
people” (α = .88). Higher scores represented higher self-esteem (i.e., greater well-being: 
M = 5.53, SD = .97). We measured mental and physical health symptoms with Dornbusch, 
Mont-Reynaud, Ritter, Chen, and Steinberg’s (1991) scale that consists of 14 items assessed 
on a 4-point Likert-type scale (0 = never to 3 = three or more times), which asks participants 
to indicate how often they have felt a number of different symptoms during a typical week. 
Sample items include: “feel nervous or worried” and “have a headache” (α = .81). Items 
were reverse coded, so higher scores represented fewer health symptoms (i.e., higher well-
being; M = 2.91, SD = .53). 
 
Results 
We tested the hypothesized model using Mplus, Version 4.2 (Muthén & Muthén, 2006) and 
a two-step structural equation modeling approach (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988). In the first 
step, we performed a confirmatory factor analysis to test the relation between latent con-
structs and indictors. In this step, all latent constructs were free to vary. To account for 
measurement error in single-indicator latent constructs (Figure 1), we employed a tech-
nique put forth by Bollen (1989) and discussed by Stephenson and Holbert (2003) in which 
measurement error is set using the formula (1 − α) × Variance. In the second step, we tested 
the structural model depicted in Figure 1. In doing so, we tested the hypothesized paths as 
well as direct paths from exogenous variables to the outcome variables (e.g., positive face 
needs → face threat of response) to address full or partial mediation. To test the goodness 
of fit of the model, we inspected the chi-square statistic as well as other fit indices recom-
mended by Hu and Bentler (1999), that is, > .95 for comparative fit index (CFI), < .06 for 
root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and < .08 for standardized root mean 
square residual (SRMR). Thus, the structural model showed acceptable goodness of fit, 
χ2(N = 199, 49) = 92.93, p < .001; χ2/df = 1.896, CFI = .95, RMSEA = .07 (90% CI = .046 – .088), 
SRMR = .06, accounting for approximately 16% of the variance in negative affect, 2.5% of 
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face threat of response, 35% of forgiveness, and 44% well-being. The CFA and the struc-
tural model have the same goodness of fit because we tested a completely saturated hy-
pothesized model. Completely standardized loadings for the latent indicator and residual 
parameters are provided in Table 2. Structural parameters for direct and indirect effects 
are presented in Table 3. 
 

 
 

Figure 1. Hypothesized model of individual, social, and communicative factors associated 
with socially aggressive face threats. Note: Solid lines indicate positive relations and 
dashed lines indicate negative relations. PFN = trait positive face needs; FNE = fear of 
negative evaluation; RL = relative likability; RI = relative influence; PFT = positive face 
threat of SAFT; NA = negative affect; PFTR = positive face threat of response; RV = re-
venge; AV = avoidance; BV = benevolence; PS = perceived stress; SE = self-esteem; MPH = 
mental and physical health symptoms. 
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Table 2. Estimates for latent indicator and residual parameters 

Parameter Standardized estimate 

Latent indicator parameters  
   Trait positive face needs—Positive face needs .85 
   Fear of negative evaluation—Positive face needs .71 
   Relative likability—Intragroup status .87 
   Relative influence—Intragroup status .85 
   Positive face threat—Face threat of SAFT .85 
   Negative affect—Negative affect .94 
   Revenge—Forgiveness .58 
   Avoidance—Forgiveness .87 
   Benevolence—Forgiveness .89 
   Positive face threat—Face threat of response .91 
   Perceived stress—Well-being .83 
   Self-esteem—Well-being .70 
   Mental and physical health symptoms—Well-being .74 

Residual parameters  
   Trait positive face needs—Positive face needs .27 
   Fear of negative evaluation—Positive face needs .50 
   Relative likability—Intragroup status .24 
   Relative influence—Intragroup status .28 
   Positive face threat—Face threat of SAFT .27 
   Negative affect—Negative affect .13 
   Revenge—Forgiveness .67 
   Avoidance—Forgiveness .24 
   Benevolence—Forgiveness .20 
   Positive face threat—Face threat of response .16 
   Perceived stress—Well-being .32 
   Self-esteem—Well-being .51 
   Mental and physical health symptoms—Well-being .46 
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Table 3. Estimates for structural parameters 

 Standardized estimate Estimate/SE 

Structural parameters → Direct effects   
   Positive face needs → Negative affect .29∗ 3.15 
   Positive face needs → Forgiveness −.06 −0.63 
   Positive face needs → Face threat of response −.12 −1.18 
   Positive face needs → Well-being −.48∗ −4.86 
   Intragroup status → Negative affect −.17∗ −1.98 
   Intragroup status → Forgiveness −.20∗ −2.45 
   Intragroup status → Face threat of response −.08 −0.82 
   Intragroup status → Well-being .21∗ 2.53 
   Face threat of SAFT → Negative affect .19∗ 2.19 
   Face threat of SAFT → Forgiveness −.45∗ −4.74 
   Face threat of SAFT → Face threat of response .04 0.40 
   Face threat of SAFT → Well-being .14 1.70 
   Negative affect → Forgiveness −.29∗ −3.33 
   Negative affect → Face threat of response .11 1.21 
   Negative affect → Well-being −.12 −1.52 

Structural parameters → Indirect effects   

   Positive face needs → Negative affect → Forgiveness −.08∗ −2.34 
   Intragroup status → Negative affect → Forgiveness .05 1.68 
   Face threat of SAFT → Negative affect → Forgiveness −.05∗ −1.97 
   Positive face needs → Negative affect → Well-being −.02 −1.23 
   Intragroup status → Negative affect → Well-being .02 1.20 
   Face threat of SAFT → Negative affect → Well-being −.02 −1.23 

Note: SAFT = socially aggressive face threat. 
∗ p < .05 

 
Correlates of negative affect surrounding SAFTs 
Our first three hypotheses predicted that the college women’s experience of negative affect 
would be positively associated with the face-threatening nature of their responses (H2) 
and negatively associated with their feelings of forgiveness (H1) and their well-being (H3). 
H1 was supported in which negative affect was negatively associated with feelings of for-
giveness, indicated by lower feelings of revenge and avoidance and higher feelings of be-
nevolence. We did not find support for H2 and H3. Thus, the relation between negative 
affect and forgiveness was significant, but the relations between negative affect and face 
threat of response and well-being were not. 
 
Individual, social, and communicative factors and negative affect 
In addition to exploring the correlates of negative affect, we also investigated individual, 
social, and communicative predictors of negative affect, including direct and indirect (i.e., 
mediated) paths to the correlates. Specifically, we tested a mediated model to determine 
whether negative affect clarified the relation between the individual, social, and commu-
nicative factors (i.e., positive face needs, intragroup status, and face threat of SAFTs) and 
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the correlates of negative affect (i.e., forgiveness, face threat of the response to SAFTs, and 
well-being). 
 
Positive face needs 
H4 suggested that there would be a positive association between positive face needs and 
negative affect. This prediction was supported in which positive face needs—indicated by 
trait positive face needs and fear of negative evaluation—was associated with more nega-
tive affect. We also examined direct and indirect paths and effects to determine if negative 
affect served in a mediating role (Figure 2). Results suggest that negative affect completely 
mediates the relation between positive face needs and forgiveness as the direct path be-
tween positive face needs and forgiveness was not significant. This mediation was also 
supported in which the indirect effect was significant. In sum, higher levels of face needs 
predicted higher levels of negative affect, resulting in decreased levels of forgiveness. We 
also examined the positive face needs → well-being path. There was a significant direct 
effect in which positive face needs was associated with lower levels of perceived well-being. 
Because negative affect did not significantly predict well-being (H3), there was not a sig-
nificant indirect effect between positive face needs and well-being. Finally, there were no 
direct or indirect effects for positive face needs when considering face threat of response. 
 

3.5 

 
 

Figure 2. Correlates of positive face needs. Note: Dashed lines indicate indirect effects. *p < .05 
 
Intragroup status 
H5 predicted that targets with lower intragroup status than perpetrators would experience 
higher degrees of negative affect as a result of perpetrators’ SAFTs. This prediction was 
supported in that as targets’ intragroup status increased, negative affect decreased (Figure 
3). Furthermore, when examining the mediated effect, higher intragroup status was posi-
tively associated with forgiveness in which intragroup status resulted in less negative af-
fect, which is associated with a greater likelihood to forgive. This indirect effect was not 
significant (although it approached significance). However, the direct path between in-
tragroup status and forgiveness demonstrates that as status increases, the likelihood to 
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forgive decreases. These findings suggest that although intragroup status is associated 
with less negative emotional affect, perceived likability and influence may be better deter-
minants of forgiveness. 
 

 
 

Figure 3. Correlates of intragroup status. Note: Dashed lines indicate indirect effects. *p < .05 
 

There was also positive relation between intragroup status and well-being, suggesting 
that there are physical and mental health benefits to having a positive position in a social 
group. Although intragroup status was associated with negative affect, the indirect effect 
on well-being was not significant. Finally, there were no significant direct or indirect paths 
with face threat of response. 
 
Face threat of SAFT 
H6, which suggested that there would be a positive association between the degree of pos-
itive face threat of perpetrators’ social aggression and targets’ negative affect, was sup-
ported. Examining the direct and indirect effects (Figure 4), there was a negative relation 
between the face threat of the SAFT and forgiveness in which participants indicated they 
were less likely to forgive the perpetrator when face threat was high. Thus, given the sig-
nificant indirect effect, face threat may influence forgiveness directly and by increasing 
feelings of negative affect following the episode. There were no direct or indirect effects on 
well-being and face threat of response.1 
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Figure 4. Correlates of face threat of socially aggressive face threat (SAFT). Note: Dashed 
lines indicate indirect effects. *p < .05 

 
Discussion 
 
On the basis of our theorizing in this study, we positioned negative affect as an important 
cognitive function needing to be investigated in the context of positive face needs, in-
tragroup status, and the face-threatening nature of aggressive messages in order to under-
stand outcomes associated with SAFTs. 
 
Positive face needs 
The results suggest that young women who especially desired positive face support and 
who feared the evaluation of other people had lower overall well-being scores. These con-
clusions are important on a number of levels. First, they provide further support for the 
argument that it is important to take individual-level face needs into consideration when 
determining perceived degree of and responses to face threats (Erbert & Floyd, 2004). 
Although Brown and Levinson (1987) did not take individual face needs into consideration 
in their original explication of the theory, these findings suggest that they play a major role 
in the complex social context of positive face threats. Second, although girls in middle 
childhood are especially concerned with being socially accepted (Rosenberg & Simmons, 
1975), these findings also suggest that young women may continue to desire this approval 
into adulthood. Thus, as opposed to a focus on children and younger adolescents per se, 
more research that focuses on the developmental nature of the desire for positive social 
identification over time is warranted. Third, given the findings that increased positive face 
needs are associated with negative health outcomes, it may seem intuitive that health care 
professionals and interventionists begin to take steps to reduce social aggression across 
college campuses (e.g., dorms and sororities). However, the results of this study suggest 
that SAFTs in and of themselves do not damage well-being. Rather, the findings seem to 
imply that young women who are especially invested in seeking the approval of others 
and who recognize that their positive faces have been diminished by an individual who 
has the power to harm their social identities are hurt the most by SAFTs. Simply seeking 
to reduce social aggression may be an inadequate means of addressing a larger problem. 
Thus, rather than aiming to reduce social aggression, health care professionals on college 
campuses may need to do more to cultivate a positive sense of self in their female students. 
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Intragroup status 
Given the typical emphasis on intergroup aggression in the literature and research, we be-
lieve an emphasis on intragroup (e.g., social status) characteristics enhances the under-
standing of enactment, responses, and outcomes of SAFTs. Such an intragroup approach 
aligns with and extends theorizing about face. For example, although young women may 
desire for others to consider them likable, they do not simply want to have their positive 
face needs met by anyone, but by those who they consider relevant to their particular goals 
(Brown and Levinson, 1987). Specifically, young women’s desire for likability is related to 
their desire for acceptance from individuals who they and others in their social network 
consider popular and powerful (Willer & Cupach, 2008); however, individuals who are 
more well liked and more influential in their peer group may engage in aggression as a 
way to maintain their position within the social hierarchy (Lim, 1994). 

Given that powerful peers have the authority to influence lower status peers’ popular-
ity, if a more powerful peer perpetrates social aggression against a lower status target, the 
consequences can be detrimental, not only for the individual but for her relationship with 
others in the social network (Willer & Cupach, 2008). Our findings support this theorizing 
in which higher likability and influence of the target when compared to the perpetrator 
are associated with less negative affect as a consequence of SAFTs and overall well-being 
in general. However, the findings suggest that with high intragroup status comes a dimin-
ished probability of forgiveness. These findings may indicate that individuals who are 
more likable and more influential within the context of their social ingroup have more to 
lose when lower status peers threaten their face. As a result, they may experience height-
ened feelings of revenge and avoidance toward perpetrators. However, perhaps this find-
ing indicates that more powerful targets have the luxury of feeling unforgiveness toward 
perpetrators. Although low-status targets may forgive higher status perpetrators out of 
necessity in order to maintain their position within the ingroup, more powerful targets 
may have the added bonus of not forgiving because their status may not be at stake. How-
ever, it is important to keep in mind that in the present investigation we measured partic-
ipants’ cognitive forgiveness as opposed to their communicative forgiveness (see Waldron 
& Kelly, 2008, for a review). Therefore, future research should explore whether intragroup 
status influences the ways that targets communicate their forgiveness as well. This juxta-
position of cognitive and communicative forgiveness may reveal that although less pow-
erful group members may experience feelings of revenge and avoidance, they may be more 
likely to communicate forgiveness, even if it is not genuine, as a means of maintaining their 
relationship with their social networks. 
 
Face threat of SAFTs 
Contrary to predictions and counterintuitive to theorizing about social types of aggression, 
the face threat of SAFTs did not predict targets’ overall well-being in this study. Although 
targets’ individual well-being was not associated significantly with the gravity of SAFTs, 
it is possible that the target’s and perpetrator’s relational well-being is related to the face-
threatening nature of SAFTs. Research on hurt often takes relational-level factors into con-
sideration when assessing the impact of hurtful messages (see Vangelisti, 2007, for a review). 
Researchers who study aggression include relational damage in their conceptualizations 
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of the phenomena; however, they typically do not investigate the extent to which social 
damage occurs. Thus, future researchers should seek to investigate the impact of the face 
threat of social aggression on friendships, for example. 

Another possible avenue for exploration includes investigating targets’ attributions for 
perpetrators’ social aggression. Attributions are forms of evaluation that occur as individ-
uals try to understand and describe others’ behavior (Manusov, 2001) and perhaps may 
moderate the relation between face threat and well-being. For example, previous research 
indicates that targets who make hostile attributions for perpetrators’ aggression are more 
likely to seek revenge (Crick, Grotpeter, & Bigbee, 2002), an emotion that has been linked 
to negative mental and physiological health symptoms (Witvliet, Ludwig, & Laan, 2001). 
Given these findings, future studies should explore targets’ attributions as a means of re-
vealing another piece of the complex social context of SAFTs. 

That the degree of face threat of social aggression was not associated with well-being 
may also indicate that individual SAFTs do not have the power to affect more long-term 
outcomes such as self-esteem and mental and physical health. Rather, as previous research 
demonstrates, it may be repeated victimization that is most detrimental for targets (Kawol-
ski, 2007), an aspect of SAFTs not assessed in this study. Moreover, some research suggests 
that the intermittent expression of aggression can have beneficial consequences and lead 
to positive outcomes for ingroup associates. For example, within-group aggressive en-
counters can promote reconciliation and increased coherence among members (Vaughn & 
Santos, 2007). Therefore, in relation to this study’s focus on individual as opposed to re-
peated SAFTs, there may be a functional component that mitigates negative outcomes. Fu-
ture studies should aim to unveil such possibilities. 
 
Additional limitations and future directions 
There are other considerations that should be taken into account when interpreting the 
results of this study. First, counter to our theorizing, none of the constructs we examined 
were associated with the face threat of the response to SAFTs. We believe this may be a 
reflection of the method of assessment rather than a refutation of the literature in which, 
overall, participants tended to report that perpetrators’ SAFTs were relatively face threat-
ening (M = 5.96), whereas their own responses were relatively low on face threat (M = 3.27) 
in comparison. This finding aligns with the results of Kowalski, Walker, Wilkinson, Queen, 
and Sharpe’s (2003) study comparing target and perpetrator narratives of aversive behav-
ior situations. Ratings of perceived aversiveness, relational damage, and guilt were higher 
for victims as opposed to perpetrators. Future research would benefit from a more objec-
tive assessment of the nature of responses to SAFTs. 

Although some may consider the fact that we did not include college men in our sample 
as a limitation, we did not do so because previous research indicates that college women 
suffer some different consequences than men in regard to relational aggression (e.g., Bur-
ton et al., 2007; Werner & Crick, 1999). However, it is important to keep in mind that males 
and females both perpetrate indirect aggression with similar frequencies (Card et al., 2008). 
Therefore, future studies should replicate our research in an effort to understand college 
men’s experiences with SAFTs. Also in relation to the sample, future research should rep-
licate this study with younger samples, as children may be more likely to forgive when 
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perpetrators experience the same degree of harm inflicted by the transgression (i.e., re-
vengeful forgiveness), whereas adults are motivated to forgive based on higher cognitive 
reasoning (e.g., forgiveness out of love; Enright, Santos, & Al-Mabuk, 1989). 

Retrospective data in this study were appropriate given we were interested in partici-
pants’ attitudes, emotions, and perceptions of their relationship qualities. Likewise, we 
were interested in behaviors that are private to relationships and not easily accessible 
through direct observation of college women (Metts, Sprecher, & Cupach, 1991). Nonethe-
less, an additional limitation of the present investigation includes the length of time that 
had passed between when targets experienced their reported SAFTs and when they par-
ticipated in the study. We did solicit participants who had experienced social aggression 
within the past 6 months in an effort to reduce any discrepancies between a participant’s 
reports on the survey and her actual feelings and behaviors surrounding her experience at 
the time it occurred. Participants indicated that the reported incidents occurred approxi-
mately 8 weeks prior to survey completion. It is possible that the responses of individuals 
who reported on SAFTs that occurred less recently were influenced by time, especially 
given its impact on the tendency to forgive (Worthington et al., 2000). Narrowing the win-
dow of time that passed between the experience of SAFTs and survey completion may be 
beneficial in order to obtain a more homogenous sample. However, it is important to keep 
in mind that it may be participants’ current perceptions of their stressful experiences rather 
than actual behaviors that affect outcomes such as well-being (see Pennebaker, 1997 for a 
review). Likewise, retrospective accounts may affect variables such as intragroup status, 
as perceptions could be influenced by the occurrence of SAFTs. Overall, the results of this 
study imply that much work remains in order to unveil not only the impact that SAFTs 
may have on women’s well-being but also the influence that other individual, relational, 
and communicative factors may have on their health during the college years. 
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Note 

1. Following procedures outlined by Aiken and West (1991), we examined potential interactions 
between indicators of intragroup status, positive face needs, and severity of face threat to identify 
moderating effects on the outcome variables (i.e., indicators of negative affect, face threat of re-
sponse, forgiveness, and well-being). No significant interactions were found. We also examined 
partial correlations between relevant indicators to control for time since the SAFT. Comparison 
of partial correlations and zero-order correlations in Table 1 showed no notable differences. 
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