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Abstract

Based on the notion that one of the motives underlying children’s antisocial behavior
is their need to belong to particular peers, it was examined how each of four types of
bullying-related behavior would be related to the acceptance that 10 to 13-year-old
children desired and received from same- and other-sex children with different
bullying-related behavioral styles. Bullying-related behavior was assessed using a
peer nomination procedure. Children rated the importance of being accepted by each
particular classmate and their own acceptance of these same classmates. Among boys,
antisocial involvement in bullying was related to a desire to be accepted by other
antisocial boys and to actually being rejected by boys in general. Among girls, anti-
social involvement in bullying was related to a desire to be accepted by boys in general.
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Introduction

Since Olweus’ (1978) seminal work in the 1970s, our knowledge of bullying has
increased tremendously. It has become clear that childhood bullying behavior and
being victimized are both predictors of serious maladjustment at a later age (Hawker
& Boulton, 2000; Loeber & Dishion, 1983; Rigby, 2002). Much has also become
known about the behavioral and intra-psychic correlates of bullying and of being
victimized (Camodeca & Goossens, 2005; Camodeca, Goossens, Meerum Terwogt, &
Schuengel, 2002; Camodeca, Goossens, Schuengel, & Meerum Terwogt, 2003) and
about the adaptive and maladaptive effects of particular emotional and behavioral
responses to being victimized (Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1997; Kochenderfer-Ladd,
2004; Kochenderfer-Ladd & Skinner, 2002; Perry, Willard & Perry, 1990). In addi-
tion, the work of Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, Björkqvist, Österman, and Kaukiainen
(1996) and of Hawkins, Pepler, and Craig (2001) has made clear that there are
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different types of non-bullying behavior that nevertheless affect both whether or not
bullying occurs in a classroom and how serious its consequences are, that is, (1)
actively avoiding all involvement in bullying (outsider behavior); (2) providing help
to victims (defending), and (3) providing bullies with an approving audience even
when not participating oneself (reinforcing). Salmivalli et al. (1996) also distin-
guished between two highly correlated, but distinguishable types of bullying behav-
ior, that is, initiating acts of bullying vs. assisting or following a leading bully. These
findings have been replicated repeatedly and they have led researchers to infer that
bullying is a group process (Goossens, Olthof, & Dekker, 2006; O’Connell, Pepler, &
Craig, 1999; Salmivalli et al., 1996; Salmivalli, Lappalainen, & Lagerspetz, 1998;
Sutton & Smith, 1999).

The latter claim raises the issue of the nature of the peer group dynamics and
corresponding motivational processes that support the different types of bullying
behavior that have been identified. Unfortunately, few studies have focused on such
processes, the only exception being ethologically oriented studies in which bullying is
explained in terms of children’s striving for dominance in their peer group (Pellegrini,
2002; Pellegrini & Bartini, 2001). Particularly wanting is empirical work examining
how individual differences in conformity and susceptibility to peer influence affect
children’s antisocial behavior (Hartup, 2005). The general aim of the present study is
to contribute to our understanding of such phenomena by examining an under-
researched type of motive that might underlie early adolescents’ bullying behavior, that
is, their need to be accepted by particular classmates. Specifically, we hypothesize that
children’s bullying behavior is partly motivated by their desire to be accepted by other
bullying children and by members of the other sex.

In both general psychological (Maslow, 1970) and sociological (Honneth, 1995)
theorizing, it has been proposed that one of the basic motives underlying human
behavior is a need to be accepted and recognized by others. In the same vein,
Baumeister and Leary (1995) reviewed a wealth of evidence supporting their claim that
‘human beings have a pervasive drive to form and maintain at least a minimum quantity
of lasting positive and significant interpersonal relationships’ (Baumeister & Leary,
1995, p. 497). In the present study we propose that this need to belong also manifests
itself among children who are confined to spend much of their time together at school.
Specifically, we propose that children have a need to be accepted by at least some
classmates and that this need constitutes one of the motives underlying their behavior.

Baumeister and Leary (1995) argued that the need to belong motivates a wide array
of interpersonal behaviors, one of these being antisocial behavior. Specifically, even
though behaving in antisocial ways is likely to alienate the victims of that behavior, it
might well facilitate being accepted by antisocial peers (Baumeister & Leary, 1995,
p. 521). Accordingly, as a motive for antisocial behavior, the need to belong is likely to
manifest itself as a desire to be accepted by individuals who behave antisocially
themselves, while at the same time being accompanied by a lack of desire to be
accepted by particular other individuals, that is, the victims of one’s behavior and
possibly also others who reject the use of antisocial strategies.

In the bullying literature, the notion that antisocial behavior can be motivated by a
desire to be accepted by others who behave antisocially themselves is implied in the
use of the label follower for children who assist a leading bully. There is also some
empirical support for the suggestion that bullying may arise from a desire to be
accepted by other bullying children, in that some bullies have been found to acknowl-
edge that they participated in bullying because they did not want to be left out (Owens,
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Shute, & Slee, 2003, p. 80). When taken together, it seems reasonable to suggest that
bullying is at least partly motivated by a desire to be accepted by other bullying
children and that it is accompanied by a lack of such a desire with respect to victims,
outsiders, and defenders.

The notion that some children’s desire to be accepted by bullies motivates them to
behave in a similar way as those they desire to be accepted by implies that these
children implicitly or explicitly assume the validity of another hypothesis, that is, that
behaving in a similar way as someone else will increase one’s chances of being
accepted by that other person. This assumption is in agreement with psychological
theories claiming that interpersonal attraction results from similarity in attitudes and
behavior (Byrne, Clore, & Smeaton, 1986). Supportive evidence for such a homophily
effect in the domain of bullying and aggression comes from studies indicating that
children who are nominated as friends by their peers are similar in terms of their role
in bullying (Salmivalli, Huttunen, & Lagerspetz, 1997) and that children who hang out
together are similar in terms of aggression (Cairns, Cairns, Neckerman, Gest, &
Gariepy, 1988; Farmer, Leung, Pearl, Rodkin, Cadwallader, & Van Acker, 2002; Poulin
& Boivin, 2000). Note, however, that although these studies do suggest that children
who accept each other are behaviorally similar, they do not necessarily indicate that the
reverse relation is also true, that is, that behaviorally similar children accept each other.
This doubt is reinforced by findings in the peer group formation literature that one
reason for aggressive children to flock together is being rejected by non-aggressive
children, rather than being accepted by similarly aggressive children (Hektner, August,
& Realmuto, 2000).

When taken together, our motivational account implies that bullying children’s
desire to be accepted by other bullying children motivates them to behave as a bully,
and that the resulting behavioral similarity might or might not lead the other bullying
children to actually accept them. To address these issues, we will not only examine
whether or not children’s bullying behavior is positively related to their desire to be
accepted by other bullies, but also whether or not such behavior is related to actually
being accepted by behaviorally similar children. Our motivational account suggests
that the acceptance that children desire from bullies—unlike the acceptance desired
from victims, outsiders, and defenders—explains variance in their own bullying behav-
ior over and above the variance that is explained by the acceptance that they actually
receive from these same children. This is the first hypothesis to be tested.

In addition to suggesting that the need to belong might motivate antisocial behavior,
Baumeister and Leary (1995) made a further intriguing suggestion, that is, that the
need to belong might well be more fundamental than other needs that have figured
more prominently in the motivation literature. Specifically, they argued that the need to
belong may actually be regarded as a major source of the need for power. This
suggestion is in line with claims in the ethological approach to bullying and aggres-
sion, that is, that the dominance that bullies—and aggressive children in general—
strive for is not an end in itself, but a means to get access to valuable resources, one of
these being access to the other sex (Hawley, 2003; Pellegrini, 2002). Based on these
ideas, our second hypothesis is that bullying behavior is related to children’s desire to
be accepted by members of the other sex.

The previous account implies that the predicted relations between children’s behav-
ior and the acceptance they desire from particular peers are unique for bullying and
following behavior, that is, other bullying-related behaviors should be related differ-
ently to the same measures of desired acceptance. To address this issue, we will also
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examine how measures of children’s outsider and defender behavior and of being
victimized are related to the acceptance children desire and receive from classmates
with particular bullying-related behavioral styles.

It could be argued that if children’s antisocial bullying-related behavior is motivated
by a need to be accepted by particular peers, the same might be true for other behaviors
as well. This makes sense, but we also believe that non-bullying behaviors are less well
suited to examine the unique relations of desired acceptance to behavior. This is
because behaviorally similar non-bullying children often are friends (Hodges, Malone,
& Perry, 1997; Salmivalli et al., 1997), which suggests that for such children a desire
to belong to particular peers is part and parcel of being friends with these same peers.
If so, measures of desired acceptance are unlikely to explain much variance in non-
bullying behavior over and above the variance that is explained by measures of received
acceptance. For this reason we focus on bullying and following behavior to examine
the unique relations of desired acceptance to behavior.

To test our hypotheses, 10- to 13-year-old children’s desires to be accepted by their
classmates were assessed using a new method that was specifically designed for this
study, that is, children were asked to rate for each particular classmate how important
they considered it to be to be liked by that classmate and how bad they would feel upon
noticing that the classmate does not like them. To be able to assess the acceptance that
children actually received from their classmates, children were also rated by each
classmate in terms of how much they were liked by that classmate.

Children’s involvement in bullying was assessed using a peer report procedure that
is similar to Salmivalli et al.’s (1996) participant role scale. In this procedure, children
are assigned continuous scores of their bullying-related behavior on the basis of how
many classmates nominate them in response to items describing that particular type of
behavior. In most work using this or related procedures, a set of decision rules is
subsequently used to classify children into one of several bullying roles. For two
reasons, we refrained from classifying children in the present study. Firstly, although
the classification procedure has been very useful in previous research, the decision
rules that have been used have varied considerably and the choice for a particular set
of rules still is somewhat arbitrary (Goossens et al., 2006). Secondly, any classification
procedure necessarily results in ignoring much of the variance in children’s behavior
scores. In the case of the present study this is particularly bothersome, because any
decision about how to classify children not only affects the dependent variables, but the
independent variables as well. For example, in the present study an important inde-
pendent variable is the acceptance that children desire from bullying classmates. One
way to construct this variable would be to first classify all classmates in terms of being
or not being a bully and to subsequently compute the average of a respondent’s ratings
of the acceptance that he or she desired from those classmates classified as bullies.
However, this procedure would lead one to ignore the variance in bullying behavior
both among classmates classified as bullies and among classmates classified as non-
bullies. To be able to use all the available variance, we rather preferred to weigh the
ratings of how much acceptance a respondent desired from each particular classmate
precisely to the extent that the classmate behaved as a bully. Accordingly, children’s
continuous behavior scores were used as weighting factors when constructing
measures of desired and received acceptance, and were also used as the dependent
variables.

To test our hypotheses, separate regression analyses for boys and girls will be used
to relate children’s behavior with regard to their desire to be accepted by same- and
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other-sex classmates with particular bullying-related behavioral styles. Gender-
specific analyses were used for two reasons. Firstly, gender differences have been found
for the types of bullying-related behaviors that are examined in this study (e.g.,
Salmivalli et al., 1996, 1998; Veenstra, Lindenberg, Oldehinkel, Winter, Verhulst, &
Ormel, 2005). For the present study this implies that both the dependent and the
independent variables are likely to depend on gender and that gender should be taken
into account in the analyses. Secondly, because there is still an almost complete gender
segregation among early adolescents (Maccoby, 2000), the possibility should be taken
into account that the hypothesized relations between bullying behavior and children’s
desire to be accepted by other bullying children apply primarily within their own
gender group, even though there is no reason to exclude the possibility that the
hypothesis also applies across gender groups.

Method

Participants

Participants in this study consisted of 194 boys and 184 girls who were in 15 different
classes from six different elementary schools in a medium-sized town in the vicinity of
Amsterdam, the Netherlands. The response rate was high in that more than 90 percent
of the parents gave permission for their children to participate. The high participation
rate is probably due to the active endorsement of the study by all six school directors,
and to the fact that the study was about bullying, a topic parents are concerned about.

In the Netherlands, children enter the first grade of elementary school at the age of
four and having a successful school career implies that they leave that same school
eight years later after having finished grade 8. Six of the present study’s 15 classes
consisted of only grade-8 children, five classes consisted of only grade-7 children,
three classes consisted of both grade-7 and grade-8 children, and one class consisted
of both grade-6 and grade-7 children. The mean age of children in each class varied
from 10 years and 10 months to 12 years and five months, with an average of 11 years
and 10 months for the group as a whole (range is nine years and eight months to
13 years and nine months; SD = nine months).

Teachers reported whether or not each of a child’s parents was an unskilled laborer,
a skilled laborer, a lower employee, a small firm owner, a mid-level employee, or a
high-level employee. The percentages of children for whom the job of the highest
ranking parent was reported to be in each of these categories were 4, 8, 12, 7, 31, and
16, respectively. For 22 percent of the children, teachers were unable to provide this
information. No formal assessment was made of children’s ethnic or cultural back-
ground, but we nevertheless obtained a tentative indication of children’s origins by
classifying their first names in two categories, that is, (1) names that are commonly
given by parents originating from the Netherlands, and (2) names that are primarily
used among immigrants from Morocco, Turkey, or the former Dutch colony of
Surinam. Over the six schools the percentage of children with the latter type of names
varied from 0 to 17 percent, with an average of 9 percent for the group as a whole.

Measures

Involvement in Bullying. To assess children’s involvement in bullying we used the new
participant role scale (NPRS) (Goossens et al., 2006), which is a translated and adapted
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32-item version of Salmivalli et al.’s (1996) peer nomination procedure. In line with
the work of Goossens et al. (2006), we computed scores for each item by dividing the
number of classmates who nominated a particular participant for that item by the total
number of children who gave nominations. In their longitudinal study, Goossens et al.
(2006) subjected such scores to exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses, which
led them to delete four items. Results further indicated that the NPRS contains five
subscales that were labeled bully (six items describing children who have a leading role
in bullying, e.g., ‘is in charge when someone is bullied and starts bullying’); follower
(eight items describing children who assist a leading bully or who reinforce partici-
pation in bullying, e.g., ‘joins when others are bullying and incites bully by shouting’);
(3) outsider (six items describing children who actively avoid all involvement in
bullying, e.g., ‘takes care not to get involved’ and ‘leaves the scene when someone’s
being bullied’); (4) defender (four items describing children who provide support to
victims, e.g., ‘comforts victim’ and ‘stays with victim during recess’); and (5) victim
(four items describing children who are victimized themselves, e.g., ‘is laughed at by
others’ and ‘gets bullied by other children’). Goossens et al. (2006) reported these
scales to have satisfactory internal consistency, with Cronbach’s coefficient alphas
ranging from .84 to .96 as well as moderate test-retest reliabilities over a two-year
period, with kappa’s ranging from .53 to .74. In the present study Cronbach’s alphas
were .96 for the bully scale, .95 for the follower scale, .93 for the outsider scale, .88 for
the defender scale, and .96 for the victim scale. Accordingly, continuous scores of
children’s involvement in bullying were computed by averaging the scores on the items
of each scale.

Computing correlations among these five measures of children’s bullying-related
behavior revealed that bullying and following behavior were highly correlated (r .88,
p < .001) and that outsider and defender behavior were correlated as well (r .63,
p < .001). In addition, bullying was negatively related to outsider and defender behav-
ior (rs -.37 and -.21, ps < .001, respectively) and the same was true for following
behavior (rs -.42 and -.24 p < .001, respectively). Finally, children’s following and
outsider scores were weakly related to their victimization scores (rs -.16 and .15,
ps < .01, respectively). These correlations are similar to those found in previous
research (Sutton & Smith, 1999) and they indicate that bullying and following behavior
tended to co-occur in children’s behavior and that the same was true for outsider and
defender behavior.

Desire to be Accepted. To assess children’s desire to be accepted by each of their
classmates, we asked them to use a five-point rating scale—ranging from 0 (not at
all) to 4 (very very much)—to answer the following question about each classmate:
‘How important do you consider it to be that [name classmate] likes you?’ After
having answered this question for each classmate, children used the same rating
scale to answer a second question, that is: ‘Suppose you notice that [name classmate]
doesn’t like you. How bad would you feel about that?’ To assess the correspondence
between these two types of ratings, the ratings that each child gave to his or her
classmates were correlated. This correlation could not be computed for eight chil-
dren because they did not differentiate among their classmates for one or both mea-
sures. For the 370 children for whom the correlation could be computed, the
correlation ranged from -.32 to 1.00 with the average r being .81. The correlations
were significantly positive for 357 children (ps < .05), which constitutes 94 percent
of all participants. Accordingly, for the large majority of children both types of

Bullying and the Need to Belong 29

© Blackwell Publishing Ltd. 2007 Social Development, 17, 1, 2008



ratings about each classmate were moderately to strongly correlated and they were
therefore averaged to yield one single measure of the child’s desire to be accepted
by that particular classmate.

Subsequently, we computed a measure of the extent to which respondents desired to
be accepted by male bullies. This was done by weighting the respondent’s desire-to-
be-accepted ratings of each male classmate on the basis of those classmates’ continu-
ous bully scores, which consisted of the average percentage of children who nominated
the classmate across all items representing the bully role. For example, when a respon-
dent rated the intensity of his desire to be accepted by a particular male classmate,
named X, as 3, and X’s bully score was .15, the respondent’s bully-weighted desire-
to-be-accepted-by-X was .45. Such weighted desire-to-be-accepted-by-X scores were
computed with each boy in the respondent’s class in the role of X. Subsequently, these
scores were averaged across all Xs to obtain an overall desire-to-be-accepted-by-male-
bullies score.

This same procedure was repeated with the male classmates’ continuous scores for
each of the other bullying roles as the weighting factors, which resulted in indices of
the desire to be accepted by male followers, outsiders, defenders, and victims. Subse-
quently, the same procedure was repeated with the respondent’s female classmates as
the targets, which resulted in parallel indices of the desire to be accepted by female
bullies, followers, outsiders, defenders, and victims.

Received Acceptance. To assess the extent to which children actually were accepted by
each of their classmates, we used the procedure that was designed for use with
Maassen, Akkermans, and van der Linden’s (1996) method for determining children’s
sociometric status on the basis of continuous ratings, rather than on the basis of ‘like
most’ and ‘like least’ nominations. Specifically, respondents used a visual analogue of
a seven-point rating scale—ranging from –3 (strongly dislike) via 0 (neutral) to +3
(like very much)—to indicate their acceptance of each of their classmates. For the
purpose of this study, all ratings were recoded on a 0–6 scale. We subsequently added
these ratings to the datafile in such a way that the resulting variables reflected the
ratings that each participant received from each particular classmate, rather than the
ratings that each participant gave to each classmate.

Measures of the degree to which respondents were actually accepted by boys and
girls with particular roles in bullying, were computed in a similar way as the desire-
to-be-accepted measures that were described previously. Specifically, the acceptance
rating that a respondent received from a particular male classmate was weighted for
that classmate’s continuous bully score. For example, when a respondent received an
acceptance rating of 5 from a particular boy named X, with X having a bully score of
.15, the resulting bully-weighted being-accepted-by-X score was .75. These scores
were computed for each male classmate in the respondent’s class in the role of X. To
obtain an overall measure of the extent to which the respondent was accepted by male
bullies, the bully-weighted being-accepted-by-X scores were subsequently averaged
across all male Xs in the respondent’s class. This same procedure was repeated with the
classmates’ scores on each of the other bullying roles as the weighting factors, which
resulted in measures of the extent to which children were accepted by male followers,
outsiders, defenders, and victims. Subsequently, the same procedure was repeated with
the respondent’s female classmates as the raters, which resulted in parallel measures of
the extent to which children were accepted by female bullies, followers, outsiders,
defenders, and victims.
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Procedure

Children were tested individually in a quiet room in their own school by one of eight
female research assistants, who were unfamiliar to them. The procedures that are
relevant for the purposes of this study as well as some other procedures, were admin-
istered in two different sessions. In the first session, children were first told that all
information they gave would remain confidential and would not be passed on to any of
their peers. In addition, they were urged not to talk about any aspect of the procedures
with any of their peers. To allow us to construct the measures of received acceptance,
children were subsequently asked to indicate how much they liked each of their
classmates using Maassen et al.’s seven-point rating scale. Children were presented
with a roster of the names of all classmates and they indicated their liking or disliking
of each classmate using a visual analogue of the seven-point rating scale. The names in
the roster were presented in one of four to six random orders to prevent presentation
order from affecting the results.

Subsequently, the desired acceptance procedure was introduced by pointing out
that the importance that people attach to being liked or disliked by someone else
might well depend on who that other person is. Children then received the same
roster of classmates and they used the visual analogue of a five-point rating scale to
indicate how important they considered it to be to be liked by each particular class-
mate. Finally, the same roster was presented a third time to let children rate for each
classmate how bad they would feel upon discovering that they were not liked by the
particular classmate.

In a second individual session that took place within a two-week period from the first
session, we administered the nomination procedure. Children were asked to nominate
peers (unlimited nominations) who fitted the description of the items. If they did not
mention anybody, they were prompted once. Children were allowed to nominate
themselves, but these nominations were ignored for the purposes of this study.

Results

Descriptive Statistics and Gender Differences

We first computed descriptive statistics for the measures of children’s bullying-related
behavior and the measures of the acceptance that children desired and received from
classmates with different bullying-related behavioral styles. The resulting means, as
well as the results of a series of t tests that were carried out to examine whether or not
there were gender differences, are presented in Table 1.

As can be seen in Table 1, boys showed significantly more bullying and following
behavior than girls, and girls were nominated more often as victims. These findings are
fully consistent with the findings of another recent study of bullying among Dutch
children (Veenstra et al., 2005). In addition, when compared to boys, girls showed
significantly more outsider and defender behavior than boys, which is also consistent
with previous research (Salmivalli et al., 1996, 1998). Children’s scores for the desired
and received acceptance from boys were higher for boys than for girls, and the scores
for the desired and received acceptance from girls were higher for girls than for boys.
Accordingly, children generally desired and received more acceptance from same-sex
classmates than from other-sex classmates, which is fully in line with earlier reports
about the gender segregation among early adolescents (Maccoby, 2000).
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Main Analyses

As was pointed out in the Introduction section, separate series of hierarchical regres-
sion analyses were conducted for each gender group to examine how the received and
desired acceptance scores are related to children’s involvement in bullying. Children’s
scores on each of the five bullying role dimensions served as the to-be-predicted
criteria and the gender-specific scores of the acceptance that they received and desired
from classmates with a particular bullying-related behavioral style, served as predic-
tors. To keep class-related variance from affecting the results, all these measures were
ranked and normalized per class using the Rankit procedure that is available in the

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for the Raw Bullying-Related Behavior Scores and
the Measures of Desired and Received Acceptance

Boys Girls t (376)

Behavior scores
Bully .08 (.11) .02 (.05) 5.93***
Follower .08 (.09) .02 (.04) 8.15***
Outsider .05 (.06) .11 (.10) -7.21***
Defender .03 (.03) .11 (.09) -10.60***
Victim .05 (.12) .08 (.12) -2.12*

Desired acceptance
from male bullies .15 (.09) .11 (.07) 4.57***
from male followers .15 (.10) .11 (.07) 5.22***
from male outsiders .10 (.06) .06 (.05) 6.95***
from male defenders .07 (.04) .04 (.03) 7.20***
from male victims .06 (.05) .04 (.04) 5.67***
from female bullies .03 (.03) .05 (.04) -5.07***
from female followers .03 (.03) .05 (.04) -4.76***
from female outsiders .12 (.08) .26 (.11) -13.57***
from female defenders .13 (.10) .25 (.13) - 9.96***
from female victims .08 (.07) .15 (.10) -8.35***

Received acceptance
from male bullies .35 (.17) .32 (.13) 2.12*
from male followers .36 (.19) .33 (.15) 2.08*
from male outsiders .23 (.11) .18 (.08) 5.23***
from male defenders .14 (.08) .11 (.06) 4.73***
from male victims .22 (.12) .18 (.11) 3.14**
from female bullies .08 (.08) .11 (.08) -3.25**
from female followers .08 (.08) .11 (.09) -3.05**
from female outsiders .39 (.13) .53 (.14) -10.79***
from female defenders .39 (.16) .50 (.17) -6.66***
from female victims .29 (.16) .38 (.20) -5.22***

Note: Standard deviations are presented in parentheses.
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.
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SPSS statistical package. This procedure has been used before in research using
continuous scores based on peer nominations (Salmivalli et al., 1998).

To avoid collinearity problems, these analyses were carried out successively with the
measures of the acceptance that children received and desired from classmates with
each of the five bullying-related behavioral styles as the predictors. Preliminary analy-
ses revealed that the results that were obtained with the measures of the desired and
received acceptance from bullying children were virtually identical to those obtained
with the corresponding measures of the desired and received acceptance from follow-
ing children. In addition, the results that were obtained when predicting children’s
bullying behavior were very similar to those obtained when predicting their following
behavior. To save space, we will therefore only report analyses using an aggregate
measure of the desired and received acceptance from bully/followers that was obtained
by averaging both types of predictor measures. In addition, when predicting children’s
bullying and following behavior we used an aggregate dependent variable that con-
sisted of the average of children’s bullying and following scores.

To test our hypothesis that desired acceptance explains variance in behavior over and
above the variance that can be explained on the basis of received acceptance, all
regression analyses were carried out in two steps. In the first step, we entered the
measures of the acceptance that children received from boys and girls with a particular
bullying-related behavioral style, followed in the second step by the measures of the
acceptance that children desired from boys and girls with that same bullying-related
behavioral style.

As an additional first-step predictor, we also included children’s relative age, that is,
the difference in months between their own age and the average age of all children in
their class. Relative age was included because the eldest children—and especially the
eldest boys—in a class might have a higher chance of being a bully because their
generally stronger physiques provide them with better chances of success. As a con-
sequence, any findings of a relation between bullying and children’s desired or
received acceptance from other bullying children, would be ambiguous because they
could also indicate that, within a class, children of the same age desire and receive each
other’s acceptance. Including relative age as a predictor enabled us to control for such
an effect.

When presenting the results of these analyses, we will focus on (1) whether or not
the first-step model, including received acceptance and relative age significantly pre-
dicts the criterion behavior and (2) whether or not adding the desired acceptance
measures as predictor variables in the second step significantly improves the predictive
power of the model. The presentation and discussion of the statistics for individual
predictor variables will be restricted to those included in the most complex model that
involved a significant improvement in predictive power (further referred to as the final
model).

Predicting Boys’ Bullying/Following Behavior. In all four analyses with boys’
bullying/following behavior as the criterion behavior (see Table 2) the first model with
relative age and the received acceptance measures as the predictors was significant,
irrespective of whether or not the acceptance was received from bullies/followers (see
the first column of Table 2), outsiders (second column), defenders (third column), or
victims (fourth column). Adding the desired acceptance measures in the second step
significantly increased the predictive power of the model when the acceptance that was
desired from bullies/followers was added and the increase in predictive power was
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marginally significant when the acceptance that was desired from outsiders was added
to the model. Including the acceptance that boys desired from defending and victim-
ized children of both gender groups did not increase the predictive power of the model,
indicating that boys’ bullying/following behavior was unrelated to their desire to be
accepted by these children. Accordingly, the second-step model including desired
acceptance was accepted as the final model in the analysis with the measures of
acceptance from bullies/followers as predictors and in the analysis, with the measures
of acceptance from outsiders as predictors. In the other analyses, only the first-step
model, with relative age and received acceptance as the predictors, was taken as the
final model. An overview of the b statistics of the final models is presented in the lower
part of Table 2.

Inspection of the b weights of the relative age and received acceptance predictors,
reveals that boys’ bullying/following behavior was positively related to their relative
age and negatively to the acceptance they received from bullying/following, defending
and victimized boys, as well as to the acceptance they received from female outsiders.
Accordingly, the more a boy behaved as a bully/follower, the more his age exceeded
that of his classmates and the less he was accepted by most other boys—including
those behaving as bullies and followers themselves—as well as by girls showing
outsider behavior.

Table 2. Results of Four Hierarchical Regression Analyses (one per column) in
Each of which Boys’ (n = 194) Bullying/Following Behavior is Predicted from the
Acceptance they Received and Desired from Male and Female Peers Showing One
of Four Bullying-Related Behaviors

Behavior of Peers whose Acceptance
is Received or Desired

Bullying/
following Outsider Defending Victimized

Step 1
D R2 .08*** .09*** .11*** .15***
F (3, 190) 5.66*** 6.14*** 7.66*** 11.25***

Step 2
D R2 .05** .03† .00 .02
F (5, 188) 5.84*** 4.83*** — —

ßs of final model
Relative age .16* .18* .18** .19**
Received from [ . . . ]† boys -.35*** -.06 -.27*** -.29***
Received from [ . . . ] girls .06 -.21* -.02 -.11
Desired from [ . . . ] boys .29** -.19* — —
Desired from [ . . . ] girls -.08 .06 — —

† When interpreting an entry in a data column, please insert the heading of the particular column
between the square brackets.
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.
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Inspection of the b weights of the desired acceptance predictors reveals that boys’
bullying/following behavior was positively related to a desire to be accepted by same-
sex bullies/followers, and negatively to a desire to be accepted by boys behaving as
outsiders. Accordingly, the more bullying/following behavior a boy showed, the more
he desired to be accepted by other male bullies and followers and the less he desired to
be accepted by male outsiders. These findings support our first hypothesis.

Inspection of Table 2 further reveals that boys’ bullying/following behavior could
not be predicted on the basis of the acceptance they desired from girls, irrespective of
the girls’ behavioral styles. Accordingly, the findings for boys do not support our
hypothesis that bullying/following behavior is related to children’s desire to be
accepted by members of the other sex.

Predicting Girls’ Bullying/Following Behavior. The first-step model with relative age
and the received acceptance measures as the predictors, significantly predicted girls’
bullying/following behavior, irrespective of the behavioral style of the children who
generated the acceptance ratings (see Table 3, upper two lines of all four columns). As
can be seen in the third and fourth lines of Table 3, adding the desired acceptance
measures in the second step significantly increased the predictive power of the model
in all four analyses, again irrespective of the behavioral style of the children whose

Table 3. Results of Four Hierarchical Regression Analyses (one per column) In
Each of Which Girls’ (n = 184) Bullying/Following Behavior is Predicted from the
Acceptance they Received and Desired from Male and Female Peers Showing One
of Four Bullying-Related Behaviors

Behavior of Peers whose Acceptance
is Received or Desired

Bullying/
following Outsider Defender Victim

Step 1
D R2 .25*** .08** .12*** .12***
F (3, 180) 21.27*** 4.96** 8.26*** 7.97***

Step 2
D R2 .04** .06** .08*** .04*
F (5, 178) 15.33*** 5.63*** 8.68*** 6.78***

ßs of final model
Relative age .03 .10 .08 .07
Received from [ . . . ]† boys .13a -.18* -.10 -.07
Received from [ . . . ] girls -.49*** -.16* -.24** -.24**
Desired from [ . . . ] boys .23** .24** .31*** .16*
Desired from [ . . . ] girls -.03 -.26** -.25** -.21**

a When interpreting an entry in a data column, please insert the heading of the particular column
between the square brackets.
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001, † p < .10.
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acceptance was desired. Based on these results, the models including desired accep-
tance were treated as the final model for all four analyses. An overview of the b
statistics of these final models is presented in the lower part of Table 3.

Inspection of the b weights reveals that girls’ bullying/following behavior was
negatively related to the acceptance they received from other girls, irrespective of these
other girls’ behavioral styles. In addition, girls’ bullying/following behavior was also
negatively related to the acceptance that they received from boys showing outsider
behavior. Finally, girls’ bullying/following behavior was positively related to the accep-
tance they received from bullying/following boys, although this relation was only
marginally significant.

More importantly, girls’ bullying/following behavior was unrelated to the accep-
tance they desired from female bully/followers, which does not support our first
hypothesis. However, the same behavior was related positively to the acceptance girls’
desired from boys, and this remained true irrespective of which type of male bullying-
related behavior was used to weigh the girls’ ratings of the acceptance they desired
from boys. Accordingly, girls’ bullying/following behavior was positively related to
their desire to be accepted by boys in general, which is in line with our second
hypothesis. Finally, girls’ bullying/following behavior was related negatively to the
acceptance they desired from victimized girls and from girls showing outsider and
defender behavior. In sum, the more a girl showed bullying/following behavior, the
more she desired to be accepted by boys, the less she desired to be accepted by
non-bullying girls, and the less she actually was accepted by girls in general and by
outsider boys.

As was pointed out in the Introduction section, our motivational account implies that
bullying and following behavior is related to desired acceptance in an unique way.
Given the results that were described previously, this implies that it should not be the
case that boys’ outsider, defender, and victimization scores are also related positively
to their desire to be accepted by male bully/followers and that girls’ outsider, defender,
and victimization scores are also related positively to their desire to be accepted by
boys. To examine this issue with respect to boys, we now turn to analyses of whether
or not boys’ scores on these three measures can be predicted from the accepted and
desired acceptance measures.

Predicting Boys’ Non-Bullying Behaviors. The analysis of boys’ outsider behavior
(see Table 4, upper panel) revealed that the first model with relative age and received
acceptance significantly predicted this behavior only when the acceptance received
from victimized children was taken into account (Table 4, upper two lines of the fourth
column). In addition, a marginally significant prediction was obtained when measures
of the acceptance received from children behaving as outsiders were taken into account
(Table 4, upper two lines of the second column). Adding the desired acceptance
measures only increased the predictive power of the model when the acceptance
desired from bullies/followers was added as a predictor. Finally, outsider behavior
could not be predicted at all from the acceptance received or desired from children
showing defender behavior.

Accordingly, the first-step model including relative age and received acceptance was
treated as the final model in the analyses in which outsider behavior was predicted on
the basis of the acceptance from victimized children and from other children showing
outsider behavior. The second-step model including desired acceptance was treated as
the final model when predicting outsider behavior on the basis of the measures of
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Table 4. Results of 12 Hierarchical Regression Analyses in which Boys’ (n = 194)
Outsider, Defender, and Victimization Scores are Predicted from the Acceptance
they Received and Desired from Male and Female Peers Showing One of Four
Bullying-related Behaviors

Criterion behavior

Behavior of Peers whose Acceptance
is Received or Desired

Bullying/
following Outsider Defender Victim

Outsider
Step 1

D R2 .03 .04† .03 .08***
F (3, 190) — 2.39† — 5.83***

Step 2
D R2 .04* .02 .00 .01
F (5, 188) 2.82* — — —

bs of final model
Relative age -.11 -.14* — -.14*
Received from [ . . . ]† boys .18* -.08 — .26***
Received from [ . . . ] girls -.05 .15† — -.00
Desired from [ . . . ] boys -.19* — — —
Desired from [ . . . ] girls -.06 — — —

Defending
Step 1

D R2 .02 .04† .05* .05*
F (3, 190) — 2.34† 3.23* 3.49*

Step 2
D R2 .01 .00 .00 .00
F (5, 188) — — — —

bs of final model
Relative age — .05 .04 .05
Received from [ . . . ]a boys — .01 -.15* .20**
Received from [ . . . ] girls — .18* .21** .06
Desired from [ . . . ] boys — — — —
Desired from [ . . . ] girls — — — —

Being victimized
Step 1

D R2 .35*** .38*** .34*** .33***
F (3, 190) 34.52*** 38.91*** 32.40*** 31.20***

Step 2
D R2 .06*** .00 .01 .01
F (5, 188) 25.93*** — — —

Bs of final model
Relative age -.01 -.04 -.04 -.04
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acceptance from bullying/following children. An overview of the b statistics for the
final models is presented in the lower part of the first panel of Table 4.

Inspection of these statistics reveals that boys’ outsider behavior was related to being
relatively young, to being accepted both by bullying/following and victimized boys,
and to a definite lack of desire to be accepted by bullying/following boys. Accordingly,
the more a boy behaved as an outsider, the younger he was when compared to his
classmates, the more he was accepted by male bullies/followers and victims, and the
less he desired to be accepted by male bullies/followers.

As can be seen in the middle panel of Table 4, boys’ defender behavior could be
predicted significantly on the basis of the measures of acceptance received from other
defenders and victims and marginally significantly on the basis of the measures of
acceptance received from outsiders. Adding the desired acceptance measures in no
case increased the predictive power of the model, indicating that boys’ defender
behavior was unrelated to any of the desired acceptance measures. Accordingly, the
first-step models including received acceptance from outsiders, defenders, and victims
were treated as the final models. As is clear from inspecting the b weights, boys’
defender scores were positively related to being accepted by female outsiders and
defenders and by male victims, but negatively to being accepted by male defenders.
Accordingly, the more a boy behaved as a defender, the more he was accepted by
male victims and by female defenders, but the less he was accepted by other male
defenders.

Finally, as can be seen in the bottom panel of Table 4, boys’ victimization scores
could be predicted from all types of received acceptance measures, irrespective of
which of the classmates’ bullying-related behaviors was used to weigh their acceptance
ratings. Adding the desired acceptance measures to the model only increased the
model’s predictive power when the acceptance desired from bullies/followers was
added to the model.

As is clear from inspecting the b weights in the lower part of the bottom panel of
Table 4, being victimized was negatively related to all received acceptance measures,
irrespective of the behavioral style or the gender of the children who generated the
acceptance ratings. In addition, being victimized was negatively related to boys’ desire

Table 4. Continued

Behavior of Peers whose Acceptance
is Received or Desired

Bullying/
following Outsider Defender Victim

Received from [ . . . ] boys -.28*** -.35*** -.32*** -.38***
Received from [ . . . ] girls -.41*** -.38*** -.38*** -.32***
Desired from [ . . . ] boys -.28*** — — —
Desired from [ . . . ] girls .27*** — — —

a When interpreting an entry in a data column, please insert the heading of the particular column
between the square brackets.
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001, † p < .10.

38 Tjeert Olthof and Frits A. Goossens

© Blackwell Publishing Ltd. 2007 Social Development, 17, 1, 2008



to be accepted by bullying/following boys, but positively to their desire to be accepted
by bullying girls. Accordingly, the more a boy was victimized, the less acceptance he
received from children in general, the less he desired to be accepted by bullying boys,
and the more he desired to be accepted by bullying girls.

In sum, the analyses with boys’ non-bullying behaviors as the criterion variables
indicate that their outsider, defender, and victim scores were predicted by quite differ-
ent patterns of received and desired acceptance than their bullying/following behavior,
which provides further support to our first hypothesis. We now turn to the analyses of
girls’ outsider, defender, and victimization scores.

Predicting Girls’ Outsider and Defender Behavior and their Victimization Scores.
Girls’ outsider behavior could be predicted significantly on the basis of the first-step
model with relative age and the received acceptance measures as the predictors,
irrespective of which of the raters’ bullying-related behaviors was used to weigh the
acceptance ratings (see Table 5, upper lines of all four columns). Adding the desired
acceptance measures in the second step increased the predictive power of the model in
all analyses, again irrespective of which of the target children’s bullying related
behaviors was used to weigh the desired acceptance ratings. Based on these results, the
models including desired acceptance were treated as the final model for all analyses on
girls’ outsider scores (see the upper panel of Table 5).

As can be seen in Table 5 (upper panel), girls’ outsider behavior was related to being
relatively young and to being accepted by boys showing outsider and defender beha-
vior, by bullying girls, and by victimized girls. In addition, girls’ outsider behavior was
related positively to their desire to be accepted by all girls except those showing
bullying/following behavior and negatively to their desire to be accepted by boys, even
though the relation with their desire to be accepted by victimized boys was insignifi-
cant. In sum, the more girls exhibited outsider behavior, (1) the more they were
accepted by bullying girls, by victimized girls, by defending boys, and by boys showing
outsider behavior, (2) the more they desired to be accepted by non-bullying girls, and
(3) the less they desired to be accepted by boys.

We now turn to the analysis of girls’ defender behavior. As can be seen in the middle
panel of Table 5, this behavior could be predicted significantly based on the first-step
model with relative age and the received acceptance measures as the predictors, and
this remained true irrespective of which of the raters’ bullying-related behaviors was
used to weigh the acceptance ratings that girls received. Adding the desired acceptance
measures in the second step in no case increased the predictive power of the model.
Based on these results, the first-step models including relative age and received
acceptance were accepted as the final models for all analyses on girls’ defender scores.

As is clear from the lower part of the middle panel of Table 5, girls’ defender scores
were positively related to the acceptance they received from male bullies/followers,
outsiders, and defenders, and from female bullies/followers, victims, and outsiders,
even though the latter relation was only marginally significant. Accordingly, among
girls, defending behavior was positively related to being accepted by children with
other behavioral styles, including those who behaved antisocially. In contrast, girls’
desire to be accepted by other children did not explain additional variance in their
defending behavior.

The analyses on girls’ victimization scores revealed that these scores could
be predicted significantly based on the first-step model with relative age and the
received acceptance measures as the predictors, irrespective of which of the raters’
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Table 5. Results of 12 Hierarchical Regression Analyses in which Girls’ (n = 184)
Outsider, Defender, and Victimization Scores are Predicted From the Acceptance
they Received and Desired from Male and Female Peers Showing One of Four
Bullying-related Behaviors

Criterion behavior

Behavior of Peers whose Acceptance
is Received or Desired

Bullying/
following Outsider Defender Victim

Outsider
Step 1

D R2 .21*** .11*** .10*** .19**
F (3, 180) 16.37*** 7.53*** 6.70*** 13.84***

Step 2
D R2 .03* .04* .06** .03*
F (5, 178) 11.39*** 6.39*** 6.66*** 9.79***

bs of final model
Relative age -.21** -.26*** -.25*** -.23***
Received from [ . . . ]† boys -.08 .31*** .25** .07
Received from [ . . . ] girls .40*** -.12 .01 .27***
Desired from [ . . . ] boys -.17* -.21* -.27*** -.11
Desired from [ . . . ] girls -.03 .20* .21* .18*

Defending
Step 1

D R2 .12*** .09*** .09*** .18***
F (3, 180) 8.29*** 6.15*** 5.61*** 13.06***

Step 2
D R2 .01 .00 .01 .01
F (5, 178) — — — —

bs of final model
Relative age -.08 -.07 -.09 .00
Received from [ . . . ]a boys .16* .24*** .30*** .04
Received from [ . . . ] girls .27*** .13† -.00 .41***
Desired from [ . . . ] boys — — — —
Desired from [ . . . ] girls — — — —

Being victimized
Step 1

D R2 .29*** .23*** .28*** .34***
F (3, 180) 24.45*** 17.82*** 23.72*** 30.99***

Step 2
D R2 .00 .02 .02* .02†

F (5, 178) — — 15.78*** 19.89***
Bs of final model

Relative age .02 -.04 -.00 -.11†
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bullying-related behaviors was used to weigh their acceptance ratings (see Table 5,
bottom panel). Adding the desired acceptance measures in the second step only
significantly increased the predictive power of the model when the acceptance desired
from defending children was included. A marginally significant increase in predictive
power was obtained when the acceptance desired from other victimized children was
included. Based on these results, the first-step models with relative age and received
acceptance were treated as the final models for the analyses, including the measures of
acceptance from children showing bullying/following behavior and from children
showing outsider behavior, and the second-step models were treated as the final models
for the analyses that included the measures of acceptance from defending children and
from victimized children (see Table 5, bottom panel).

As is clear from inspecting the b weights in the lower part of the bottom panel of
Table 5, girls’ victimization scores were negatively related to being accepted by vir-
tually all children, including girls who were victimized themselves and girls who
tended to defend victims. In addition, a significant positive relation was found with
girls’ desire to be accepted by defending girls. Accordingly, the more a girl was
victimized, the less acceptance she received from virtually all children and the more
she desired to be accepted by girls showing defending behavior. When taken together,
the results for girls’ non-bullying behaviors resembled those obtained for the corre-
sponding behaviors among boys in that the analyses of girls’ outsider, defender, and
victim scores yielded results that were markedly different from those obtained in the
analyses of their bullying/following scores. These findings are consistent with our first
hypothesis.

Discussion

In the present study we focused on one type of motive to participate in bullying, that
is, children’s desire to be accepted by particular peers. Our first hypothesis was that
children’s bullying behavior would be positively related to their desire to be accepted
by other bullying children, while being unrelated or negatively related to their desire to
be accepted by non-bullying children. As was clear from the regression analyses on

Table 5. Continued

Behavior of Peers whose Acceptance
is Received or Desired

Bullying/
following Outsider Defender Victim

Received from [ . . . ] boys -.37*** -.36*** -.29*** -.11
Received from [ . . . ] girls -.29*** -.22*** -.35*** -.57***
Desired from [ . . . ] boys — — -.10 -.11†

Desired from [ . . . ] girls — — .18* .13†

a When interpreting an entry in a data column, please insert the heading of the particular column
between the square brackets.
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001, † p < .10.
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children’s bullying/following behavior, these predictions were borne out for boys, but
not for girls.

These findings raise the issue of why boys’, but not girls’, bullying/following
behavior was related to their desire to be accepted by same-sex children with the same
behavioral style. It is important to note that girls’ bullying/following behavior was
related to their desire to be accepted by bullying/following boys, and also their desire
to be accepted by other boys. These findings suggest that our first hypothesis might
actually be valid for girls as well as for boys, but with the qualification that for
antisocial girls the target of their need to belong consists of antisocial boys, rather than
of other antisocial girls. This interpretation suggests that girls’ bullying/following
behavior might be related more strongly to their desire to be accepted by boys showing
bullying/following behavior than to their desire to be accepted by non-bullying boys.
The regression analyses that were reported in Table 3 are uninformative in this respect
because each of the behavioral-style-specific acceptance measures was entered in a
separate regression analysis. Accordingly, to address this issue, we computed addi-
tional Pearson product moment correlations between girls’ bullying/following behav-
ior and their desire to be accepted by boys with different bullying-related behavioral
styles.

The correlations between girls’ bullying/following behavior and their desire to be
accepted by boys who were nominated as bullies/followers, defenders, outsiders, and
victims were .26 (p = .001), .23 (p < .01), .13 (p < .10), and .11 (NS), respectively.
Subsequent tests of whether or not the differences between these correlations were
significant revealed that girls’ bullying/following behavior was significantly more
strongly related to their desire to be accepted by boys showing bully/follower behavior
than to their desire to be accepted by boys showing outsider behavior and by victimized
boys. Accordingly, even though girls’ bullying/following behavior was related posi-
tively to their desire to be accepted by boys in general, the relations were strongest with
their desire to be accepted by bullying/following boys. Although these results were not
predicted, they are in line with findings in criminology that criminal behavior in both
males and females is most heavily influenced by male friends (Gifford-Smith, Dodge,
Dishion, & McCord, 2005).

According to our motivational interpretation of these findings, particular children’s
desire to be accepted by bullying children motivates them to behave in similar ways in
order to elicit the bullies’ acceptance. As was pointed out in the Introduction section,
this implies that these children implicitly or explicitly assume that behaving as a bully
will increase their chances of being accepted by other bullying children. Our data
provided only limited support for this assumption. On the positive side, there was a
marginally significant positive relation between girls’ bullying/following behavior and
the acceptance they received from bullying/following boys, which is consistent with
the assumption. On the negative side, boys’ bullying/following behavior—even though
positively related to a desire to be accepted by other bullying/following boys—actually
was negatively related to actually being accepted by these same boys, which obviously
is inconsistent with the assumption. When taken together, our data suggest that using
bullying to elicit other bullying children’s acceptance is not necessarily a successful
strategy.

Our second hypothesis was that bullying behavior would be related positively to
children’s desire to be accepted by members of the other sex. As was clear from the
regression analyses on bullying/following behavior, these predictions were borne out
for girls, but not for boys. The more bullying/following behavior girls exhibited, the
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more they desired to be accepted by boys and this was true even when controlling for
the acceptance that girls actually received from boys. As was discussed previously,
girls’ bullying/following behavior was most strongly related to their desire to be
accepted by bullying/following boys. However, when seen from the perspective of our
second hypothesis, the finding that girls’ bullying/following behavior was also related
to their desire to be accepted by non-bullying boys is particularly important because it
suggests that bullying among girls is not only a corollary of desiring to be accepted by
antisocial boys, but also of a more general desire to get access to the other sex, which
is in line with our second hypothesis. That the predicted relations were found for girls
might only be due to the fact that girls in the 10–13 age range are likely to be well in
advance of boys in terms of pubertal status (Tanner, 1990), which might lead them to
be more interested in the other sex than boys of the same age.

It could be argued that the previously mentioned account is compromised because
children’s ratings of the importance of being accepted by each particular classmate do
not necessarily reflect a need to belong. A child’s desire to be accepted by a particular
bully might, for example, also result from the child taking precautions out of fear of
becoming that bully’s next victim. Both victims and outsiders could be expected to
take such precautions, although outsiders with more apparent success than victims.
This interpretation would lead one to expect that the acceptance that children desire
from same-sex bullying/following children should be related positively to their out-
sider scores and possibly also to their victimization scores. However, as is clear from
Tables 4 and 5, all the relevant relations were either non-existent or significantly
negative. Accordingly, a desire to be accepted by bullying/following children was
definitely not characteristic of outsiders and victims, which, in turn, suggests that such
a desire is unlikely to reflect children’s fears of being bullied.

In the Introduction section, we justified the use of continuous measures of children’s
bullying-related behavior by arguing that it would be unwise to a priori ignore some of
the variance in children’s behavior by classifying them into bullying role categories.
Nevertheless, we acknowledge that the study’s variable-centered approach still shares
a limitation with previously used classification procedures (Goossens et al., 2006;
Salmivalli et al., 1996, 1998; Sutton & Smith, 1999), that is, that it was ignored that
many children may have received nominations for several types of bullying-related
behavior. Based on the correlations between the measures of bullying-related behavior
that were reported in the Method section, it could be argued that the assessment of
children’s involvement in bullying in the present study should have been based on the
full profile of the nominations that children received. For example, children who are
nominated as a bully but to some extent also as a follower or even as a victim, might
well show a different pattern of desired and received acceptance when compared to
initiators of bullying, who receive few nominations for any other type of involvement
in bullying. One way to examine whether or not such distinctions would affect the
presently obtained results would be to classify children on the basis of the full profile
of their scores on each of the dimensions—for example, by using cluster analysis—and
to subsequently use the resulting classification as the basis for computing the measures
of desired and received acceptance. In the present study, we refrained from using such
an approach because of the difficulties that are inherent in the use of inductive
classification procedures like cluster analysis. However, once future studies have estab-
lished the reliability and validity of inductively obtained classifications by using
sufficiently large datasets, it would be worthwhile to conceptually replicate the present
study on the basis of such classifications.

Bullying and the Need to Belong 43

© Blackwell Publishing Ltd. 2007 Social Development, 17, 1, 2008



The present findings differed considerably depending on whether or not the focus
was on the acceptance children desired from same-sex classmates or on the acceptance
they desired from other-sex classmates. For example, whereas boys’ behavior was
differentially related to the acceptance they desired from other boys with particular
behavioral styles, very few relations were found with the acceptance they desired from
girls, irrespective of these girls’ behavioral style. Among girls, even the sign of some
significant relations between their behavior and how much they desired to be accepted
by particular other children depended on whether or not the acceptance was desired
from girls or from boys. For example, female outsider behavior was positively related
to the acceptance desired from other girls showing outsider or defender behavior, but
negatively to the acceptance desired from boys showing that same behavior (see
Table 5 upper panel). When taken together, these findings provide strong support for
Gifford-Smith and Brownell’s (2003) plea that gender should be taken into account in
peer relations research.

Finally, our finding that children’s desire to be accepted by particular other children
explained variance in their antisocial involvement in bullying supports Baumeister and
Leary’s (1995) suggestion that the need to belong can motivate antisocial behavior. The
finding that boys’ and girls’ desire to be accepted by antisocial boys is related to their
own antisocial behavior further suggests that one source of individual differences in
children’s susceptibility to negative peer influence is which other children they choose
as the target for their need to belong. The cross-sectional design of the present study
prevents strong conclusions with respect to causality, but future longitudinal research
could be used to sort out whether or not children’s need to belong can actually lead
them to behave antisocially.
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