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Background: Evidence indicates that being a victim of bullying or peer aggression has negative short
and long-term consequences. In this study, we investigated the mediating and moderating role of two 
types of attributional mechanisms (hostile and self-blaming attributions) on children's maladjustment 
(externalizing and internalizing problems). Methods: In total, 478 children participated in this longi
tudinal study from grade 5 to grade 7. Children, parents, and teachers repeatedly completed ques
tionnaires. Peer victimization was assessed through peer reports (TI). Attributions were assessed 
through self-reports using hypothetical scenarios (T2). Parents and teachers reported on children's 
maladjustment (TI and T3). Results: Peer victimization predicted increases in externalizing and 
internalizing problems. Hostile attributions partially mediated the impact of victimization on increases 
in externalizing problems. Self-blame was not associated with peer victimization. However, for children 
with higher levels of self-blaming attributions, peer victimization was linked more strongly with 
increases in internalizing problems. Conclusions: Results imply that hostile attributions may operate 
as a potential mechanism through which negative experiences with peers lead.to increases in children's 
aggressive and delinquent behavior, whereas self-blame exacerbates victimization's effects on 
internalizing problems. Keywords: Peer victimization, hostile attributions, self-blame, internalizing 
problems, externalizing problems. 

A wealth of studies shows victims of bullying or peer 
aggression are likely to suffer negative short- and 
long-term consequences. Peer victimization is 
strongly associated with externalizing problems, and 
may constitute both a cause and a consequence of 
externalizing problems, such as aggression (see 
Reijntjes et al., 2011). Evidence from longitudinal 
and twin studies suggests that peer victimization 
plays a causal role in the development of children's 
depressive symptoms (Arseneault et aI., 2008; 
Reijntjes, Kamphuis, Prinzie, & TeIch, 2010). As 
outlined by Graham and Juvonen (2001) attribu
tional processes might be particularly relevant to 
understand the impact of victimization on children's 
responses to victimization and subsequent malad
justment. According to this framework - which 
draws on attribution theory that is concerned with 
the perceived causes of events (Weiner, 1985) - the 
question 'who is to blame', seems to be of particular 
importance. Attributional processes (e.g., self-blame 
or peer blame, such as attributing hostile intentions 
to peers) may serve as potential mediators or mod
erators of victimization's effects on maladjustment. 
The mediating pathways indicate that peer victim
ization has an impact on children's attributions that 
in turn have an impact on their maladjustment; that 
is, attributions - among other factors - might explain 
whether children develop externalizing or internal-
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izing symptoms as consequences of peer victimiza
tion. The moderation effect would suggest that 
children's attributions exacerbate or buffer the im
pact of peer victimization on maladjustment. In this 
study, we investigated the role of both processes (i.e., 
mediation and moderation) on two types of attribu
tional mechanisms (hostile and self-blaming attri
butions) on children's externalizing and internalizing 
symptoms. 

Attributions and children's maladjustment 

In addition to attribution theory (Graham & Juvo
nen, 2001; Weiner, 1985), social information pro
cessing theory also discusses the role of attributional 
mechanisms. The social information processing 
model (Crick & Dodge, 1994; Lemerise & Arsenio, 
2000) explicates cognitive mechanisms children may 
utilize when coping with peer victimization. One of 
the six processing steps concerns children's inter
pretation of cues - which is equivalent to attribution 
processes. This step is considered to be fundamental 
because such interpretations are hypothesized to 
affect the behaviors children construct in response 
to peer provocations, and such actions may impact 
their (mal)adjustment. Concerning psychological 
(mal)adjustment, mainly two kinds of attribution 
styles have been investigated: the hostile attribution 
bias (i.e., external blame toward peers) and the 
depressogenic attributional style (Le., self-blame). 
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Hostile attributions and externalizing prob
lems. The hostile attribution bias, which is a form 
of external blame, depicts a tendency to attribute a 
hostile intent to another person even in ambiguous 
and neutral situations. This phenomenon is known 
to be linked with externalizing symptoms. As Dodge 
(2006) has suggested, a hostile environment (e.g., 
peer victimization) may lead to increases (or rather a 
lack of decreases) in hostile attributions which in 
turn predict aggressive behavior. Thus, hostile 
attributions can be conceived as a mediating factor 
between peer victimization and externalizing prob
lems. 

In fact, it was found that peer victimization is 
positively associated with higher levels of hostile 
attributions (Camodeca & Goossens, 2005; Pornari 
& Wood, 2010), especially in peer provocation situ
ations (Keil & Price, 2009). The mediating role of 
hostile attributions between victimization and 
aggressive behavior has been documented in a cross
sectional study (Hoglund & Leadbeater, 2007). 
Likewise, Yeung and Leadbeater (2007) found that 
hostile attributions mediated the association 
between relational victimization and relational 
aggression cross-sectionally, but not longitudinally. 
Findings from a recent three-wave longitudinal study 
by Calvete and Orue (2011) showed that the impact 
of exposure to violence in different contexts (wit
nessing and victimization) on later reactive aggres
sive behavior is partially mediated by hostile 
attributions. 

Although most researchers have investigated the 
mediational role of hostile attributions, it is also 
possible that hostile attributions moderate (I.e., 
exacerbate) certain associations. A study by 
Mathieson et al. (2011) showed hostile attributions 
were only associated with relational aggression if 
girls reported higher levels of relational victimization 
and emotional sensitivity. . 

Self-blaming attributions and internalizing prob
lems. Self-blaming attributions, including 
depressogenic and characterological self-blame 
attributions, have been studied primarily in relation 
to internalizing problems. Herein, the 'learned help
lessness' framework has been applied as a means of 
understanding how attributions are linked with 
problems, such as depression (Graham & Juvonen, 
1998; Lewis & Waschbusch, 2008; Seligman et aI., 
1984). It is assumed that individual's attribution 
styles develop during childhood (Cole et aI., 2008), 
and that persons develop preferences for certain 
combinations of the four dimensions and utilize 
them consistently (I.e., cross-situational consis
tency; global attribution style). A depressogenic 
attributional style (which includes self-blame for 
negative events) has been examined in both cross
sectional and longitudinal studies and found to be a 
correlate of depressive symptoms (for review see 
Abramson et aI., 2002). Because most of these 
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findings come from studies of adults and older ado
lescents, it remains unclear whether this type of 
attributional style plays a moderating or a mediating 
role in the relation between victimization and 
depressive symptoms in children and younger ado
lescents. It has been hypothesized, however, that 
such links exist (Coie et ai., 2008; Gibb & Alloy, 
2006). 

A few investigators have examined the specific 
links between peer victimization, attributions, and 
internalizing problems. Results showed that peer 
victimization is associated with elevated levels of 
characterological self-blame (I.e., with the tendency 
to attribute victimization experiences to internal, 
stable, and uncontrollable causes; see Graham & 
Juvonen, 1998). Singh and Bussey (2011) found that 
a lack of self-efficacy to avoid self-blame emerged as 
a mediator between peer victimization and depres
sion. In a study by Graham, Bellmore, Nishina, and 
Juvonen (2009), the meditational pathway of self
blame was also confirmed among students of the 
ethnic majority (but not among minority youth). In 
contrast, Catterson and Hunter (2010) found that 
attributions of blame did not mediate associations 
between victimization and loneliness. However, in 
the latter study, self- and other-blame were com
bined into one bipolar scale. 

A study by Gibb and Alloy (2006) showed that a 
depressogenic attribution style partially mediated 
the impact of victimization experiences on increases 
in depressive symptoms over 2 years. However, 
these investigators also found that self-blaming 
attributions aggravated (i.e., moderated) the impact 
of peer victimization (Gibb & Alloy, 2006). Likewise, 
critical self-referent attributions were particularly 
strongly associated with emotional symptoms when 
combined with high levels of youth's actual experi
ence of peer victimization (Prinstein, Cheah, & 
Guyer, 2005). 

Research questions 

In this study, we investigate the predictive role of the 
two types of attributional mechanisms (hostile and 
self-blaming attributions) on children's maladjust
ment. We aim to expand existing empirical knowl
edge through the simultaneous investigation of the 
role of hostile and self-blaming attributions and by 
examining both mediating and moderating mecha
nisms. For both types of attributions, we adopt the 
traditional social information processing approach, 
that is, we assess children's attributions in relation 
to ambiguous situations (which is in contrast with 
the general attribution theory approach). We 
hypothesized that hostile attributions are a mediator 
between peer victimization and externalizing prob
lems, whereas self-blaming attributions mediate the 
impact of peer victimization on internalizing prob
lems. To test our mediational hypothesis, we mea
sured the mediator (attributions) as an intervening 
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v&lriable, that is, after the predictor (victimization), 
but before the outcome (maladjustment). Regarding 
toe outcome we controlled for the initial level of 
maladjustment, thus predicting changes in exter
nalizing and internalizing problems over time. In 
addition to the mediational model, we tested whether 
children's attributions moderate (Le., buffer or 
exacerbate) the impact of peer victimization on mal
adjustment. Gender was controlled because we 
expect gender differences in internalizing and exter
nalizing problems. 

The simultaneous consideration of two types of 
attributions and maladjustment patterns related to 
victimization will advance our 'understanding of 
potential causal pathways and differential conse
quences of negative peer experiences. This study will 
thus provide a further step toward an integrative 
framework to understand the impact of peer victim
ization on children's development. 

Method 
Procedure 

Data for this study were gathered as part of a larger 
longitudinal project (Pathways Project, Ladd, 2005) 
conducted in the Midwestern United States. In this 
study, data from children, their classmates, teachers, 
and parents were used when participating children 
were in grades 5-7. Consent was first obtained from 
school administrators of participating school districts. 
In Grade 5, there were 166 classrooms within 95 
schools participating in the study. Written parental 
consent and children's assent was obtained for each 
participant. Of the families invited to participate in the 
study, 95% agreed. 

Participants 

The sample for this study consisted of 478 children 
(49.8% female subject) who had an average age of 
10.59 years (SD = 0.40) in fifth grade. The sample 
contained nearly equal proportions of families from 
urban, suburban, or rural Midwestern communities, 
and its socioeconomic and ethnic composition was 
representative of the locales from which it was drawn. 
Total family income: 19% lower to middle ($0-$20,000); 
25.3% middle ($20,001-$40,000); and 55.7% upper
middle to high (above $40,001). Ethnicity: Caucasian: 
80.1 %; African-American: 15.7%; Hispanic, mixed race, 
or other: 4.2%. 

Assessment of peer victimization (T1: spring 
grade 5) 

Peer victimization was assessed through peer reports 
(Ladd & Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2002): Children were 
asked to nominate (up to) three classmates who could 
be described by the following criteria: 'Someone who 
gets teased, called names, or made fun of by other 
children', 'gets hit, pushed or kicked', 'kids say bad 
things about him/her to other kids', and 'gets picked 
on'. Scores were created by standardizing the number of 

nominations children received for each item, by class
room (C( = .94). 

Assessment of attributions (T2: fall and spring 
grade 6) 

Attributions were assessed through hypothetical 
scenarios (Dell Fitzgerald & Asher, 1987) in fall and 
spring of grade 6. Students responded to four sce
narios in each assessment (spilling paint on a project; 
getting hit by a ball in the back; getting a drink over 
the back; bumping into someone). Due to time con
straints for the assessment about half of participants 
only reported attributions for two scenarios; however, 
no significant differences emerged between those who 
reported on two versus four scenarios. Thus, all 
available data was used. Children were asked to 
imagine why the hypothetical actor did this to them, 
and using a 5-point scale, rated the degree to which 
they thought it was due to hostile intentions (e.g., The 
kid wanted to make fun of me), or self-blame (e.g., 
I must have done something to make it happen), or 
accidental reasons (1 = not the reason to 5 = really the 
reason). The hostile attributions scale with four items 
showed adequate reliability for each assessment point 
(fall: C( = .77; spring: C( = .79). For self-blaming attri
butions, only three items were retained for each 
assessment point because one of the hypothetical 
scenarios exhibited low internal consistency and did 
not improve this measure's overall reliability (fall: 
C( = .59; spring: C( = .59). For the analyses, fall and 
spring measures were combined into one latent factor 
for each attribution mechanism (i.e., the latent factor 
for hostile attributions was specified using the eight 
individual items as the observed indicators and the 
latent factor for self-blaming attributions was specified 
using the six individual items as the observed indica
tors across the Fall and Spring assessments). 

Assessment of maladjustment (T1: spring grade 5 
and T3: spring grade 7) 

Parents and teachers reported on children's malad
justment. Parents and teachers completed the 118-item 
Child Behavior Checklist or Teacher Report Form, 
respectively (Achenbach, 1991). For the most reliable 
and valid assessment of psychiatric symptoms of chil
dren, Kraemer et al. (2003) recommended combining 
parent reports, teacher reports, and self-reports (see 
also Perren, Von Wyl, Stadelmann, Burgin, & von 
Klitzing, 2006). For the current contribution, we used 
teacher and parent reports (as we did not have self
reports). 

The anxious/depressed and withdrawn behavior 
subscales of the CBCLand TRF (Achenbach, 1991) were 
used to measure children's internalizing behaviors 
(anxious-depressed: C( = .77-.84; withdrawn: C( = .71-
.81). Internal consistency of the cross-informant 
aggregate (four subs cales) is ICC = .68. The aggressive 
and delinquent behavior subscales of the CBCL and 
TRF (Achenbach, 1991) were used to measure chil
dren's externalizing behaviors (aggressive: C( = .89-.96; 
delinquent: C( = .71-.82). Internal consistency of the 
cross-informant aggregate (four subscales) is ICC = .76. 



Data analysis plan 

To address the substantive questions of interest in this 
stUdy, structural equation modeling (SEM) was per
formed using Mplus Version 5.1 (Muthen & Muthen, 
1998-2007). Full information maximum likelihood 
estimation (FIML) was used to treat missing data, which 
allowed for all sample participants to be retained in the 
study. Instead of deleting observations with missing 
values, FIML uses all available information in all 
observations (without imputing missing values; see 
Enders, 2010; Schafer & Graham, 2002). Information 
on missing values is provided in Table 1. 

Due to the large number of items used to measure 
parent and teacher reports of internalizing and exter
nalizing behaviors, latent factors for internalizing and 
externalizing behaviors were specified using mean 
scores of each subscale as the observed indicators. A 
multi-informant design was used and latent factors for 
internalizing and externalizing behaviors at Time 1 and 
Time 3 were based on both parent and teacher reports. 

A latent factor for victimization was specified based on 
four peer report indicators of victimization (i.e., physical, 
verbal, relational, and general victimization). Latent 
factors for hostile and self-blaming attributions were 
specified using the individual items as the observed 
indicators for both measurement waves. (The analyses 
were also computed with the fall and spring attribution 
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measures separately. With one exception, all significant 
paths reported in this study could be replicated in either 
model. In the model including the fall attribution mea
sure the path from hostile attribution to later external
izing symptoms did not reach significance anymore, but 
the direction of effects remained the same.) 

Within-time covariances were specified between la
tent factors. In addition, residual covariances were al
lowed to be estimated between observed indicators in 
cases in which they were specified in the modification 
indices and there was valid conceptual reasoning for 
their specification (e.g., same informant measures 
across and within time; Cole & Maxwell, 2003). To 
control for possible gender differences, gender was 
specified as a covariate (i.e., each of the latent variables 
in the model were separately regressed on gender). To 
test for mediation, indirect effects were estimated. Fi
nally, two latent interaction effects were also specified 
(i.e., self-blaming attributions by victimization and 
hostile attributions by victimization). Mplus uses the 
latent moderated structural equations (LMS) method for 
specifying latent interaction effects (see Klein & 
Moosbrugger, 2000). 

Model fit was assessed using multiple fit indices, 
including the chi-square statistic, comparative fit index 
(CFI), root mean square error of approximation 
(RMSEA), and standardized root mean square residual 
(SRMR). Simulation studies have found that models 

Table 1 Descriptive statistics (mean, SD, range, and percent missing) for study variables 

Mean SD Min Max % Missing 

Physical victimization (TI) 0.16 1.11 -1.11 4.00 13.18 
Verbal victimization (T1) 0.17 1.12 -1.69 3.60 12.97 
Relational victimization (T 1) 0.17 1.08 -1.60 3.62 13.18 
General victimization (TI) 0.19 1.14 -1.02 3.76 12.97 
Delinquency (TR: T1) 1.19 0.29 1.00 3.00 9.83 
Delinquency (PR: TI) 1.15 0.19 1.00 3.00 7.53 
Aggression (TR: TI) 1.25 0.38 1.00 3.00 9.83 
Aggression (PR: T1) 1.37 0.31 1.00 3.00 7.53 
Delinquency (TR: T3) 1.22 0.34 1.00 3.00 7.95 
Delinquency (PR: T3) 1.17 0.21 1.00 3.00 4.81 
Aggression (TR: T3) 1.26 0.38 1.00 3.00 7.95 
Aggression (PR: T3) 1.37 0.32 1.00 3.00 5.23 
Withdrawn (TR: TI) 1.24 0.29 1.00 3.00 9.62 
Withdrawn (PR: T1) 1.22 0.24 1.00 3.00 7.11 
Anxiety (TR: TI) 1.18 0.22 1.00 3.00 10.46 
Anxiety (PR: T 1) 1.23 0.23 1.00 3.00 7.53 
Withdrawn (TR: T3) 1.26 0.33 1.00 3.00 7.95 
Withdrawn (PR: T3) 1.25 0.28 1.00 3.00 4.81 
Anxiety (TR: T3) 1.18 0.19 1.00 3.00 8.37 
Anxiety (PR: T3) 1.24 0.25 1.00 3.00 4.81 
Hostile attribution item 1 (T2F) 2.47 1.23 1.00 5.00 3.14 
Hostile attribution item 2 (T2F) 2.58 1.24 1.00 5.00 3.14 
Hostile attribution item 3 (T2F) 2.62 1.19 1.00 5.00 50.84 
Hostile attribution item 4 (T2F) 2.58 1.27 1.00 5.00 50.84 
Hostile attribution item 1 (T2S) 2.51 1.17 1.00 5.00 2.51 
Hostile attribution item 2 (T2S) 2.69 1.20 1.00 5.00 2.30 
Hostile attribution item 3 (T2S) 2.73 1.23 1.00 5.00 50.63 
Hostile attribution item 4 (T2S) 2.66 1.23 1.00 5.00 51.26 
Self-blame attribution item 1 (T2F) 2.43 1.21 1.00 5.00 3.14 
Self-blame attribution item 2 (T2F) 2.27 1.22 1.00 5.00 50.84 
Self-blame attribution item 3 (T2F) 2.51 1.37 1.00 5.00 50.84 
Self-blame attribution item 1 (T2S) 2.44 1.20 1.00 5.00 2.72 
Self-blame attribution item 2 (T2S) 2.29 1.09 1.00 5.00 50.84 
Self-blame attribution item 3 (T2S) 2.43 1.21 1.00 5.00 51.26 

T1, spring grade 5; T2F, fall grade 6; T2S, spring grade 6; T3, spring grade 7; TR, teacher report; PR, parent report. 



with an SRMR $; .05 (.08) and either a RMSEA $; .05 
(. OS) or a CFI ~ .95 (.90) have good (adequate) model fit 
(rIu & Bentler, 1999). However, when specifying a latent 
ioteraction term in a model, overall model fit indices, 
such as the chi-square statistic, CFI, RMSEA, and 
SRMR, cannot be estimated because of a lack of a 
cOlllparative (Le., unrestricted) model (see Klein & 
Muthen, 2007). To address this issue, two models were 
specified, one with the interaction effects and a second 
model without interaction effects. These two models 
could then be compared using a nested model Likeli
hood Ratio Test [LR = -2 X (LogLRestricted-LogLFull)]. If 
toe model without the interaction effect had adequate 
overall model fit and the LR test found that adding 
interaction effects significantly improved model fit, then 
we concluded that there was adequate model fit in the 
model with the interaction effects. 

Results 
Bivariate analyses 

First, Pearson correlation analyses were computed to 
analyze bivariate associations between study vari
ables. As can be seen in Table 2, boys were more 
likely to be victimized. Higher levels of peer victim
ization were associated with higher levels of hostile 
attributions and higher levels of internalizing and 
externalizing problems. Higher levels of self-blaming 
attributions were associated with lower levels of 
hostile attributions and externalizing problems. In 
contrast, hostile attributions were positively associ
ated with externalizing problems. Internalizing and 
externalizing problems showed considerable stabil
ity from grade 5 (Tl) to grade 7 (T3), and were also 
positively associated with each other. 

Structural models 

To test the hypothesized effects in this study, two 
models were estimated. The first model tested for 
main and indirect effects (i.e., interaction effects 
were not included). This model had adequate model 
fit, l (527) = 1,250.87, P $; .001, RMSEA = .05, 
CFI = .90, SRMR = .08. A second model was then 
specified by adding two latent interaction effects 
(victimization by hostile attributions and victimiza
tion by self-blame attributions) to the first model (see 
Figure 1). To determine whether inclusion of the 

interaction effects improved model fit, a likelihood 
ratio test was used to compare these two models, the 
one with the interaction effects specified (LogL
Full = -7,640.61) and the model without the inter
action effects (LogLRestricted = -7,647.36). 
Including the interaction effects improved overall 
model fit; LR (df= 2) = 13.50, P = .001. In the fol
lowing sections, the model results are presented for 
externalizing and internalizing problems separately. 

Multivariate analyses predicting externalizing 
problems 

There were significant effects ofTI peer victimization 
on T3 externalizing problems (B = .11, P < .01), even 
when controlling for prior levels of externalizing 
behaviors at T 1 (B = .71, P < .00 1), suggesting that 
peer victimization predicted increases in externaliz
ing problems over time. Time 1 victimization signifi
cantly predicted T2 hostile attributions (B = .19, 
P = .001), indicating that children who were more 
victimized were more likely to have hostile attribu
tions. Time 2 hostile attributions predicted increases 
in externalizing behaviors (B = .09, p < .0 1). More
over, mediation analyses indicated that hostile 
attributions partially mediated the association 
between victimization and externalizing problems 
(indirect effect, B = .02, p = .04; direct effect, 
B = .10, P < .01; total effect, B = .12, P < .01). More 
specifically, about 13% of the total effect of peer 
victimization on increases in externalizing problems 
was mediated by hostile attributions. The hostile 
attributions by victimization interaction effect was 
not significant. 

Multivariate analyses predicting internalizing 
problems 

There were significant effects ofTI peer victimization 
on T3 internalizing behaviors (B = .20, P < .001), 
even when controlling for prior levels of internalizing 
behaviors at Tl (B = .61, P < .001), suggesting that 
peer victimization predicted increases in internaliz
ing problems over time. Time 1 victimization did not 
significantly predict T2 self-blaming attributions, 
and T2 self-blaming attributions did not predict T3 
internalizing behaviors. Thus, it was not necessary 

Table 2 Pearson correlations between study variables (latent variables) 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Victimization (Tl) 
2. Self-blaming attributions (T2) .00 
3. Hostile attributions (T2) . 20"* -.31· ... 

4. Internalizing (Tl) .1SH .00 .04 
5. Internalizing (T3) .2B'·· -.01 .10 .62'" 
6. Externalizing (Tl) .1B'" -.14' .12' .70'" .34'" 
7. Externalizing (T3) .25'"' -.16' .22'" .45 ... • .69'" .71""· 
B. Gender (male) .20'" -.04 .09 .01 -.06 .OB .04 

'p,,:; .05; "p,,:; .01; '''p,,:; .001. 



Figure 1 Unstandardized (standardized) path estimates for 
structural model with latent interaction effects. Dashed circles 
represent interaction effects. Standardized estimates are from 
model when interaction effects were not specified. Gender was 
included as a covariate in this model, but is not shown in this 
figure. Dashed lines represent nonsignificant paths at p < .05. 
Curved arrows between T2 and T3 measures represent correlated 
errors.*p $; .05; **p $; .01; ***p $; .001 

to test for indirect (i.e., mediated) pathways between 
victimization, self-blaming attributions, and inter
nalizing problems. Finally, the analyses indicated 
significant sex differences with boys having lower 
levels of internalizing problems at T3 (B = -.10, 
P = .01), and higher levels of victimization at T1 
(B = .20, P < .001). 

This model also yielded a significant interaction 
effect between self-blaming attributions and peer 
victimization (b = .03, p < .01). To evaluate the sig
nificant interaction, we used the procedures outlined 
by Aiken and Reno (1991). The lines in Figure 2 
represent associations (slopes) between the inde
pendent and dependent variables for high and low 
levels (± 1 SD) of the moderator. As can be seen in 
Figure 2, the impact of peer victimization on the 
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increase in internalizing problems from T1 and T3 is 
especially pronounced in children who had high 
levels of self-blaming attributions. With low levels of 
self-blame (1 SD below the mean), victimization was 
not associated with increases in internalizing out
comes. However, for children with high self-blame 
attributions, a one unit increase in victimization was 
roughly associated with a .04 unit residual change in 
internalizing problems, after controlling for Time 1 
internalizing problems. 

Discussion 
Findings from this study were consistent with the 
premise that children's attributions playa mediating 
or moderating role in the impact of peer victimization 
on later maladjustment. Results imply that hostile 
attributions can be considered as one potential 
mechanism through which negative experiences with 
peers lead to increases in children's aggressive and 
delinquent behaviors. Under higher levels of self
blame, a stronger predictive link was observed 
between peer victimization and children's internal
izing problems - a finding that corroborated the 
hypothesis that self-blame exacerbates victimiza
tion's effects on internalizing problems. 

Attributions and externalizing problems 

Consistent with other studies, we found that peer 
victimization predicted gains in externalizing symp
toms over time (Reijntjes et aI., 2011). Hostile attri
butions also predicted increases in externalizing 
problems. The fact that peer victimization at T1 was 
predictive of hostile attributions 1 year later was 
consistent with the possibility that hostile attribu
tions act as a mediator of increases in externalizing 
problems. However, as the direct impact of peer 
victimization remained significant and had a stron
ger effect size, other mechanisms might also be 
strongly related to the observed developmental pat
tern. Nevertheless, our results implicate hostile 
attributions as a mechanism that might partially 
account for the vicious cycle of victimization and 
aggression that has been observed in some children. 
In research on bullying, for example, victimization 
appears to be more stable for the group of aggressive 
victims than for the group of passive victims 
(Alsaker, 2011). This may be because, in some chil
dren (probably those with a proneness for aggressive 
behavior), peer victimization serves to intensify 
hostile attributions which, in tum, increases 
aggressive reactions toward others and precipitates 
further victimization. Cycles such as this one may 
lead to increases in externalizing problems . 

Attributions and internalizing problems 

As expected, we also found that peer victimization 
predicted increases in internalizing symptoms over 



tiIlle (Reijntjes et al., 2010). In contrast with sugges
tions made by Gibb and Alloy (2006) and Cole et al. 
(2008), our results lend more support to a diathesis
stress model regarding self-blame than to a 
roediational model. Stronger linkages between peer 
victimization and increases in internalizing problems 
were found for children who exhibited higher rather 
than lower levels of self-blame. To interpret the size of 
the interaction effect (which is only modest), it has to 
be taken into account that internalizing problems 
were rather stable across time (Le., there is only a 
small proportion of residual change to be predicted by 
other variables). In contrast to other studies (Graham 
et aI., 2009; Singh & Bussey, 2011), self-blame was 
not directly associated with peer victimization and 
depressive symptoms. This latter finding might be 
partly explained by methodological limitations. As 
Graham and Juvonen (1998) pointed out, it is 
important to distinguish between behavioral (unstable 
and controllable) and characterological (stable and 
uncontrollable) self-blame. This distinction was not 
made in this study, but rather the items used to as
sess self-blame were framed so as tap children's per
ceptions of the controllability of events (e.g., 'I must 
have done something to make it happen). However, as 
we assessed self-blaming attributions at two different 
time points (fall and spring of the same school year) on 
three different scenarios, high scores also indicate a 
person's rather stable tendency to attribute causes of 
ambiguous negative events to him- or herself. 

As we had no specific hypothesis regarding asso
ciations between self-blame and externalizing prob
lems, or hostile attributions and internalizing 
problems, respectively, we did not include them in the 
statistical model. However, bivariate correlations 
show that hostile attributions are not associated with 
internalizing problems and self-blame shows a small 
negative correlation with externalizing problems. 

Finally, consistent with findings regarding well
known gender differences in psychopathology 
(Kistner, 2009), girls showed higher levels of 
internalizing symptoms. However, no gender differ
ences regarding externalizing symptoms were found. 
Boys were more frequently victimized, which is a 
common finding in bullying research (Smith et al., 
1999). However, gender was not associated with 
attribution styles. Future studies might investigate 
whether gender moderates these associations. 

Methodological strengths, limitations and research 
implications 

Our study has certain strengths and limitations. To 
avoid inflated correlations due to shared method 
variance we used multi-informant data. Victimiza
tion was assessed through peer reports, attributions 
through self-reports, and maladjustment through 
parents and teachers. To assess children's attribu
tions, we aggregated data across two time points to 
create a robust measure. However, we did not dis-

tinguish between characterological and behavioral 
self-blame, a distinction which would be important 
to consider in future studies. 

We used longitudinal data with three measurement 
points to investigate the postulated meditational 
mechanisms. Consistent with suggestions by Cole 
and Maxwell (2003), we controlled for initial levels of 
maladjustment so that it was possible to predict 
changes in maladjustment. However, we could not 
control for initial levels of attributions because these 
data were not collected at earlier time points. Future 
investigators who study the role of social cognitions 
as mediators between life events and outcomes 
should be more rigorous in collecting this kind of data 
at every time point to allow for a more sophisticated 
testing of causal mechanisms (Cole & Maxwell, 2003). 
To test our hypotheses, we used structural equation 
models; this allowed us to test simultaneously the 
impact of hostile and self-blaming attributions on 
internalizing and externalizing symptoms. 

Practical implications 

Our results also have clinical implications. Consistent 
with cognitive approaches to treat psychopathological 
symptoms, changing children's attributions might be 
considered as a potential intervention strategy to 
reduce negative outcomes related to negative peer 
experiences. Reducing hostile attributions in children 
might reduce their reactive aggression, whereas 
reducing tendencies for self-blame might reduce 
depressive symptoms. However, if we aim to alter 
children's attributions about negative social situa
tions, we have to give them positive alternatives. But 
what are positive attributions in relation to peer vic
timization? In ambiguous situations (like in our 
hypothetical vignettes), accidental (e.g., bad luck) or 
pro social (e.g., they wanted to play with me) attribu
tions might be a positive alternative as children's 
coping strategies and responses that are based on 
such inferences might produce more positive peer 
interactions. However, in a real-life situation being a 
victim of peer aggression or bullying is in most cases 
nonambiguous and aggressors behave hostile. Thus, 
in this circumstance, we cannot speak of hostile 
attribution 'bias'. Blaming the other ('it was them', i.e., 
bullies are like this) might be even be protective for 
children's well-being. For example, Huitsing, Veenstra, 
Sainio, and Salmivalli (2010) found that victims were 
relatively better psychologically adjusted when they 
were in classrooms where few bullies harassed many 
victims. These latter findings were consistent with a 
social misfit model (i.e., victims occupy nonnormative 
positions in the classroom) and attributional premises 
(Le., children attribute blame for victimization to either 
themselves or external factors; Huitsing et al., 2010). 
Likewise, internal blame might also be protective 
because it might lead to adaptive behavioral 
responses. Self-blame (i.e., holding oneself-responsi
ble for a negative event) is an attribution style with high 



controllability (Abramson & Sackheim, 1977) and thus 
with a high potential for change. In relation to this, 
Graham and Juvonen (1998) made an important 
distinction between characterological and behavioral 
self-blame. In their perspective, characterological self
blame are attributions in relation to unchangeable 
person characteristics, such as personality. On the 
other hand, behavioral self-blame is behaviors, such as 
'I was in a wrong place'. According to Graham and Ju
vonen (1998), only characterological self-blame is 
associated with peer victirriization and internalizing 
problems. Although (behavioral) self-blame rriight be 
adaptive as it can lead to behavioral changes, self-blame 
might also lead to low self-regard, which may invite vic
timization (Egan & Perry, 1998). Low self-regard has 
been identified as another mediating path leading from 
victimization to maladjustment (Troop-Gordon & Ladd, 
2005). 

Children's attributions are strongly linked to their 
behavior. As bullying is an interactional phenomenon 
involving bullies, victims, and bystanders (Pepler, 
Craig, & O'Connell, 1999), victims' reactions may play 
an important role in maintaining, escalating or stop
ping bullying behavior. According to the social infor
mation processing model, social cognitions shape 
children's behavior in social situations, thus self
blame and hostile attributions might lead to helpless 
or aggressive responses, respectively, in bUllying 
situations. However, helplessness and counterag
gression were perceived by students to perpetuate 
bullying, whereas nonchalance or having a friend to 
help was perceived as effective in dirriinishing or 
stopping bullying (Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1997; 
Salmivalli, Karhunen, & Lagerspetz, 1996). According 
to this, attributions in victimization situations may 
shape children's behavior and thus play an important 
role in stabilizing one's victim role. Nevertheless, it 
must be kept in mind that we assessed attributions 
not related to real victimization events, but in relation 
to ambiguous and potentially provocative peer situa
tions. Children's attributions, social cognitions, and 
behavior might vary considerably in relation to the 
specific social situations. Investigating children's 
attributions more specifically in relation to the social 
situation, we aim to investigate (i.e., being a victim of 
peer aggression) might permit greater insight into 

Key points 

53 

potential associations between cognitions and 
behavior and their roles in children's development. 
For example, Kochenderfer-Ladd and Visconti (2011) 
investigated children's attributions not in relation to 
ambiguous situations, but asked what children 
would think if they were 'picked on'. A very interesting 
internal attribution emerged in this qualitative study: 
children said others were jealous. In fact, jealousy 
emerged as a protective factor against internalizing 
problems (Kochenderfer-Ladd & Visconti, 2011; 
Perren & Sticca, 2012). In future studies, investiga
tors should assess children's attributions not only in 
ambiguous (hypothetical) peer situations, but also in 
nonambiguous (and maybe real-life) situations. 

In conclusion, our findings suggest that hostile 
attributions may at least playa modest role in sus
taining the vicious cycle of being victimized and 
being aggressive, whereas self-blame may impair 
children's well-being. Thus, victims' interpretations 
regarding potential reasons or causes of victimiza
tion seem to be a highly relevant step in children's 
information processing and corresponding behavior 
and well-being: Whether children tend to attribute 
hostile intent to peers or whether they tend to attri
bute blame on themselves is related to the pattern 
and strengths of maladjustment. 
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• Peer victimization may increase internalizing and externalizing problems. This negative impact might be 
mediated or moderated by children's attributions. 

• Hostile attributions partially mediated the impact from victimization to later externalizing symptoms. Although the 
effect size was only moderate, they nonetheless predicted in increases in externalizing problems over 2 years. 
Hostile attributions may thus have an impact on sustaining the vicious cycle of being victimized and being 
aggressive. 

• Although self-blaming attributions were not associated with peer victimization, for children with higher levels 
of self-blame, peer victimization was linked more strongly with increases in internalizing problems. 

• Consistent with cognitive approaches to treat psychopathology, changing children's attributions might be con
sidered as a potential intervention strategy to reduce negative outcomes related with negative peer experiences. 
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