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The current investigation examines longitudinal differences between bullies, victims, and bully victims in terms of the quality of
their relationship with their parents and school performance. We also investigate the transactional association between the quality
of the parent-child relationship and bullying behavior, after taking into account the longitudinal association among bullying,
victimization, and school performance. The sample consisted of 895 mothers and their children who participated in the NICHD
Study of EarlyChildCare. According to the findings, children in the cooccurring bully victim groupwere at higher risk to experience
continuous conflict with their mothers and to perform worse academically. The findings also offer support for the hypothesized
transactional association between bullying and parent-child conflict and closeness. Further, a positive longitudinal transactional
association between victimization and parent-child closeness was identified. Finally, school performance was positively related to
victimization but was unrelated to bullying behavior.

1. Introduction

Bullying at school is a disturbing phenomenon with serious
short-term and long-term consequences for both the victim
and the perpetrator (e.g., [1–3]). As such, it deserves to be
empirically examined so that its parameters can be identified.
According toOlweus [4], bullying is defined as a physical, ver-
bal, or psychological attack or intimidation that is intended to
cause fear, distress, or harm to the victim. To be considered
as bullying, an aggressive act must meet three criteria: (1) it
must be intentional, (2) it must be systematic, and (3) it must
be characterized by an imbalance of power [5, 6]. Victims of
this painful experience are usually studentswho are perceived
as vulnerable, submissive, or different [7, 8] by peers who are
in a dominant role, either by virtue of their own strength or
by virtue of being associated with a powerful group [9].

In addition to the bully and passive victim groups, a group
of children exhibiting bullying behavior but who are also the
victims of bullying has been identified.This group, named the
bully victim or the aggressive victim group, has been linked to
greater individual and contextual problems [10–13]. Based on
these findings, the initial purpose of the current investigation

is to identify groups of children exhibiting only bullying
behavior, experiencing only victimization, and exhibiting
cooccurring bullying and victimization across childhood and
to examine differences between the identified groups in terms
of the quality of their relationship with their parents and
school performance using longitudinal data. The second aim
of the current study is to investigate the reciprocal association
between the quality of the parent-child relationship and
bullying behavior, following Sameroff and MacKenzie’s [14]
transactional model of development.

1.1. School Performance. Anumber of studies investigated the
association between school performance and bullying and
victimization, and themajority of these studies suggested that
victims of bullying perform worse academically compared
to bullies and noninvolved children [15–19]. Moreover, some
studies that took into account the cooccurrence between
bullying and victimization provided evidence that victims
and bully victims were more likely to have low school achie-
vement compared to bullies and noninvolved children, while
other studies indicated that the bully victim group might
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be at higher risk for low academic achievement [17, 20, 21].
Adding to prior cross-sectional work, the present study aims
to compare how bullies, victims, and bully victims perform
academically from the beginning to the end of elementary
school. We expect that noninvolved children and bullies will
perform better at school compared to passive victims and
aggressive victims.

1.2. Parent-Child Relationship Quality. Thebullying literature
has also provided sufficient evidence linking the parent-
child relationship to both bullying and victimization. For
example, Baldry and Farrington [22] have shown that bullies
compared to nonbullies tend to disagree more with their
parents. Additionally, Bowers et al. [10] found that families of
bullies and bully victims were less cohesive, characterized by
lower warmth and higher hostility compared to children not
engaging in bullying behaviors, while families of victims were
characterized by high levels of cohesion. Stevens et al. [13]
presented similar evidence in that bullies and bully victims
perceived their families as less cohesive and expressive with
higher conflict as compared to victims and noninvolved
children, although victims did not differ from noninvolved
children in terms of conflict or cohesion. According to these
studies families of both bullies and bully victims seem to
be characterized by high conflict and low connectedness.
However, Schwartz et al. [23] provided evidence that the
bully victim group might be at higher risk to experience hos-
tility by their mothers compared to bullies, victims, and
noninvolved children, indicating that the bully victim group
might constitute a higher risk group. Interestingly, Schwartz
et al. [23] did not find any evidence suggesting that groups
of children exhibiting pure or combined levels of bullying
and victimization differed in terms of maternal warmth.
Even though there are some inconsistencies in the literature
investigating differences between bullies, victims, and bully
victims; most of the studies suggest that victims, just as non-
involved children, experience a positive parent-child rela-
tionship, characterized by high closeness, warmth, and low
conflict. The goal of the present study is to replicate these
cross-sectional findings using longitudinal data in order to
identify differences between bullies, victims, and bully vic-
tims in terms of their relationship with their mothers during
childhood. Based on previous cross-sectional research, we
expect that bullies and bully victimswill experience a negative
parent-child relationship, high conflict, and low closeness,
from the beginning to the end of elementary school. In
contrast, we expect that victims and noninvolved children
will experience a positive parent-child relationship across
time.

1.3. Transactional Association. Finding that the quality of the
parent-child relationship is different among subgroups of
children engaging or not in bullying and victimization behav-
iors might suggest an association between these variables,
although the direction of this association is not specified. For
example, we can assume that parental practices characterized
by absence of a warm relationship with the child, coldness,
indifference, or even hostility and conflict are especially

harmful and lead to bullying behavior. On the other hand,
we can also assume that bullying behavior, which is related
to opposition, defiance, and aggression towards parents [4],
might elicit negative reactions from parents. There are a
number of studies providing evidence that parenting char-
acteristics influence bullying behavior [22, 24–28], although
there are also studies suggesting that bullying, aggressive,
and antisocial behavior is negatively related to the quality of
the parent-child relationship and to decreases in nurturing
parental behavior and involvement [29–32].

Therefore, it is important to empirically examine the
direction of effects between the parent-child relationship
quality and bullying behavior in order to provide evidence for
reciprocal or transactional associations between these vari-
ables; the second aim of the current investigation. According
to Sameroff andMacKenzie [14], the transactional model can
be conceptualized as the continuous bidirectional or recip-
rocal influences between the child and the child’s context.
Following the transactional model, we conceptualize the
development of bullying behavior at school as a product of
the continuous reciprocal influences between children and
their parents. As a result, we expect that the quality of the
parent-child relationship within the home will influence the
children’s bullying behavior at school but also that bullying
behavior within the school setting will negatively influence
the parent-child relationship.

Although there are a number of transactionally oriented
studies investigating the association between parenting vari-
ables and child behavioral problems (e.g., [29, 33–39]), very
little is known about the transactional association between
parenting and bullying behavior. By investigating a trans-
actional model of development, we will be able to provide
evidence for the directionality of the parent and child effects
across time. Do parents influence their child’s behavior, do
children influence parenting, or is there a cycle of coercive
processes inwhich both negative parenting andnegative child
behaviors exacerbate each other, as Patterson [40] suggested?
Furthermore, bullying and victimization problems tend to be
comorbid among children [11–13], and inclusion of both in
the samemodel can clarify the unique transactional effects of
bullying and victimization problems over time. The present
study uses a longitudinal cross-lag model over three waves of
measurement (grades 3, 5, and 6) to investigate the reciprocal
link between children’s relationships with their parents and
bullying and victimization experiences within the school
setting. Longitudinal cross-lag models are advantageous
because they control for the association between the variables
at each time point of measurement, taking into account
the cooccurrence between bullying and victimization across
time.

Moreover, as previously mentioned, a number of studies
have linked bullying and victimization to the child’s academic
achievement or school performance. To control for the poten-
tial covariation of these variables, we included school perfor-
mance as another covariate in the transactional model under
investigation. However, the reciprocal association between
school performance and bullying and victimization behaviors
is also of interest. Previous studies suggested that low school
performance cannot explain student’s bullying behavior, and
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children engaging in this type of antisocial behavior do not
necessarily have problems with their school performance [4,
18, 41]. On the other hand, victimization experiences might
be negatively related to school performance because of the
anxiety and lower concentration to school work associated
with being victimized [42, 43]. In addition, students who per-
formwell at schoolmight bemore likely to be victimized [18].
Therefore, we expect a reciprocal association between aca-
demic achievement and victimization but not between aca-
demic achievement and bullying behavior.

Further, we control for gender in our cross-lag analyses
because boys are at higher risk to engage in aggressive
behaviors than girls (e.g., [44, 45]). In general, studies report
that compared to girls boys are more likely to engage in
bullying behavior, although no gender differences in the
prevalence rates of victimization have been reported [3, 46,
47]. Also, girls experience higher quality relationships with
their parents (e.g., [48, 49]) and perform better academically
compared to boys [50], providing additional evidence for the
importance of including gender as a control variable in our
analysis.

1.4. Present Study. Preliminary research suggests that chil-
dren involved in bullying are a heterogeneous population
and can be disaggregated on the basis of the cooccurrence
between bullying and victimization. However, it is unknown
whether these subgroups differ longitudinally on measures
of school performance and parent-child relationship; the first
aim of the current study.The second aim of the current study
is the investigation of the transactional association between
the quality of the parent-child relationship and the child’s
behavioral problems, taking into account gender differences
and the cooccurrence between bullying, victimization, and
school performance. In sum, the following hypotheses will be
tested.

(1) Children in the bully and bully victim groups are
expected to experiencemore conflict with theirmoth-
ers and less closeness compared to victims and non-
involved children.

(2) Victims and bully victims are expected to perform
worse academically compared to bullies and nonin-
volved children.

(3) A transactional model of development among bul-
lying, victimization, and mother-child relationship
quality is hypothesized to be identified, after control-
ling for gender and school performance.

(4) School performance and victimization are hypothe-
sized to be reciprocally associated.

2. Method

2.1. Participants. The present study used data from the
National Institute of Child Health and Human Develop-
ment (NICHD) Study of Early Child Care. This study was
conducted by the NICHD Early Child Care Research Net-
work (ECCRN) supported by NICHD through a cooperative
agreement that calls for scientific collaboration between the

grantees and the NICHD staff. Participants were recruited
from different hospitals across 10 locations in the United
States (Little Rock, AR; Irvine, CA; Lawrence, KS; Boston,
MA; Philadelphia, PA; Pittsburgh, PA; Charlottesville, VA;
Morganton, NC; Seattle, WA; Madison, WI). A total of 8,986
women gave birth during the sampling period (January of
1991 and November of 1991) across the different locations,
and 60% (5,416) of those women agreed to be contacted for a
telephone interview.Of thewomenwho agreed to participate,
56% were selected based on conditional random sampling in
order to assure that the sample was representative of single
mothers, poverty status, ethnic minority, and low maternal
education. From this sample, participants were excluded if (a)
mothers were younger than 18 at the time of the child’s birth,
(b) families were planning to move before the completion of
the study, (c) childrenwere bornwith disabilities or remained
in the hospital more than seven days postpartum, and (d)
mothers could not communicate sufficiently in English. One
thousand five hundred and twenty-five families were selected
as eligible, but only 1,364 completed the home interviewwhen
the infant was 1 month old, and these families comprised
the final sample of the study. Of the final sample, 53% of the
children were male, 24% were of minority status, 11% of the
mothers did not complete high school, 24.3% scored below
the poverty line, and 14% were single.

The analyses for the present study were based on 895
participants who had completed reports on the bullying and
victimization measures during grade 3 (age 9), grade 5 (age
11), and grade 6 (age 12). Similarly to theNICHDfinal sample,
the sample used for the current study was diverse in terms of
gender (50.1% male), ethnicity (76.5% white, 6.1% Hispanic,
12.1% African American, 1.3% Asian, and 4% other minority
groups), parental educational level, and marital status (9.3%
of the mothers had not completed high school and 21.7%
were single). According to chi-square analyses and 𝑡-tests of
attrition, the sample used for the current study (𝑁 = 895) did
not differ in any of the demographics and the study’smeasures
when compared to children who were excluded from the
analyses due to incomplete data (𝑁 = 469).

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Bullying and Victimization. Perceived victimization
and the engagement in physical and direct and indirect verbal
bullying behaviors with school classmates were based onThe
Perception of Peer Support Scale (PPSS, [51, 52]). In the present
study the scale was administered three times, in grades 3,
5, and 6. Participating children responded by choosing a
number from 1 to 5 (Never, Hardly ever, Sometimes, Most of
the time, and Always). There are two subscales, one mea-
suring perceived victimization and the other measuring
engagement in bullying behavior. The perceived victimiza-
tion subscale asks children to report the extent to which they
had experienced peer aggression in their class at school using
the following questions: does anyone in your class ever: (1)
pick on you at school, (2) say mean things to you at school,
(3) say bad things about you to other kids at school, (4) hit you
at school. An overall victimization score was calculated by
summing the four items with good internal reliability during
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grade 3 (𝛼 = .76), grade 5 (𝛼 = .81), and grade 6 (𝛼 = .85).The
engagement in bullying behaviors subscale asks children to
report whether they ever exhibited the following behaviors in
their school: (1) pick on other kids, (2) hit kids that are weaker
than them, (3) say mean things to other kids, (4) do name-
calling with other kids at school. An overall bullying score
was calculated by summing the four items with good internal
consistency during grade 3 (𝛼 = .77), grade 5 (𝛼 = .78), and
grade 6 (𝛼 = .83).

2.2.2. School Performance. Thechildren’s school performance
from grade 1 to grade 6 was measured by means of the
Mock Report Card [53]. Teacher’s rated their students’ school
performance on a 5-point scale (1 = below grade level, 5 =
excellent) in six subjects: reading, oral language, written
language, math, social studies, and science. The mean of
the teacher ratings in the 6 subjects was used to indicate
the students’ performance in school. Cronbach’s alpha was
consistently high across the six waves of measurement (𝛼 =
.93–.95).

2.2.3. Closeness and Conflict. Between the mother and the
child during grades 1, 3, 4, 5, and 6 were measured by means
of theChild-Parent Relationship Scale (CPRS, [54]).The items
in the CPRS were derived from attachment theory, and the
measure enabled mothers to report the child’s attachment
behaviors at home. The items involved the mother’s feelings
and beliefs about her relationship with the child and about
the child’s behavior toward the parent.TheCPRS asks parents
to rate items on a 5-point, Likert-type scale, ranged from 1 =
“Definitely does not apply” to 5 = “definitely applies”.The con-
flict score was computed as the sum of 7 items (e.g., “my child
easily becomes angry at me”), with higher scores indicating
more conflict between the mother and the child. Cronbach’s
alpha ranged from .81 to .87 for the five measurement waves.
The closeness score was computed as the sum of 8 items
(e.g., “I share an affectionate and warm relationship with my
child”), with higher scores indicatingmore closeness between
the mother and the child. Cronbach’s alpha ranged from .65
to .76 for the five measurement waves.

2.3. Plan of Analysis. We conducted growth curve modeling
to investigate how school performance and the parent-child
closeness and conflict changed across time using the Mplus
6.1 statistical software [55].The use of growth curvemodeling
enabled the identification of the average intercept and growth
terms for eachmeasured variable: school performance, close-
ness, and conflict. The residual growth factors were used to
suggestwhether there is variability in terms of the initial levels
of the variables and in terms of change over time. Growth
curve modeling uses a polynomial function to model the
relationship between an attribute (i.e., school performance)
and time [55]. For example, in the case that we identify a
curvilinear pattern of change, the function takes the form [56]

𝑦
𝜄𝑡
= 𝛽
𝑜
+ 𝛽
1
grade
𝜄𝑡
+ 𝛽
2
grade
𝜄𝑡

2

+ 𝜀, (1)

where 𝑦
𝜄𝑡
is a latent variable which characterizes the level of

conflict or closeness between the mother and the child or the

child’s school performance. Grade
𝜄𝑡
refers to the grade level of

participant 𝜄 at time 𝑡, grade
𝜄𝑡

2 is the square of the participant
𝜄’s grade level at time 𝑡, and 𝜀 is a disturbance assumed to be
normally distributed with zero mean and constant variance.
Themodel’s coefficients,𝛽

𝑜
,𝛽
1
, and𝛽

2
, determine the average

shape of the trajectory.Three standard fit indexeswere used in
addition to the chi-square statistic to evaluate model fit: The
Root Mean-square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), Stan-
dardized Root Mean Residual (SRMR), and the Comparative
Fit Index (CFI). Cutoff values close to .06 for RMSEA, .08 for
SRMR, and .95 for CFI are considered ideal [57, 58].

In the case that variability was identified in the average
intercept or growth terms, we proceeded to investigate differ-
ences between the identified groups of children engaging in
bullying or victimization. Multiple group mixture modeling
(MGMM) is suitable for this type of analysis because it
provides information in terms of how different groups of
individuals differ on continuous measures that are collected
longitudinally [55]. More specifically, MGMM is used when
there is one categorical variable (i.e., different groups of
children based on their engagement in bullying behavior) for
which class membership is known and equal to the groups
identified in the sample (i.e., noninvolved, bullies, victims,
and bully victims). Further, MGMM allows for the investi-
gation of how the identified categorical groups in the sample
change over time. Similar to growth curvemodeling,MGMM
uses a polynomial function tomodel the relationship between
an attribute and time [55]. The function takes the form
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the shape of the trajectory. The coefficients are superscripted
by 𝑗 to denote that the groups identified in the sample vary
across different levels of the categorical variable (different
groups in terms of engagement in bullying or victimization),
which allows for cross-group differences in the shape of the
trajectories.

Finally, in order to investigate the transactional asso-
ciation between the parent-child relationship and bullying
and victimization experiences at school, we performed cross-
lagged path analysis in Mplus 6.1. This model allows for the
investigation of whether parent-child conflict and closeness,
school performance, and bullying and victimization will be
reciprocally related over time. The use of a cross-lag model
allows testing causal predominance by investigating whether
a parent effect model, a child effect model, or a bidirectional
model is in effect. After testing the basic model (Figure 1),
nonsignificant paths were dropped from the model and the
model was tested again. As with prior analysis, the RMSEA,
SRMR, and CFI were used as model fit indexes for the cross-
lagged path analyses.
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Table 1: Bullying and victimization mean (and standard deviation)
scores.

Measured variable Grade 3 Grade 5 Grade 6
Bullying 4.82 (1.67) 5.15 (1.81) 5.46 (2.04)
Victimization 7.32 (3.17) 7.16 (3.08) 6.94 (2.79)
Note that values not enclosed in parenthesis represent the mean of each vari-
able and the values enclosed in parenthesis represent the standard deviation.

3. Results

3.1. Descriptive Statistics. Table 1 shows the means and stan-
dard deviations for bullying and victimization. According to
pair wise 𝑡-test analyses, children reported higher bullying at
grade 6 compared to grade 5, 𝑡(895) = 4.94, 𝑃 < .001, and
at grade 5 compared to grade 3, 𝑡(895) = 4.84, 𝑃 < .001.
Victimization decreased form grade 5 to grade 6, 𝑡(895) =
2.26, 𝑃 < .05, although there were no statistically significant
differences between grade 3 and grade 5, 𝑡(895) = 1.34, 𝑃 =
.15.

To classify individuals in the noninvolved, bully only,
victim only, and bully victim groups, we chose a cutoff score
corresponding to one Standard Deviation (SD) above the
mean for bullying and victimization, as done by previous
research (e.g., [11]). During each time point, all children scor-
ing below the cutoff score on both bullying and victimization
were classified in the noninvolved group. Children scoring
1 SD above the mean on both bullying and victimization
were classified in the bully victim group, children scoring 1
SD above the mean on bullying but below the cutoff score
on victimization were classified in the bully only group, and
children scoring below the cutoff score on bullying but 1 SD
above the mean on victimization were classified in the victim
only group. During grade 3, 79.2% (𝑛 = 709) of the sample
comprised the low group, 8.7% (𝑛 = 78) the victim only
group, 7.5% (𝑛 = 67) the bullying only group, and 4.6% (𝑛 =
41) the bully victim group.During grade 5, 72.3% (𝑛 = 647) of
the sample comprised the low group, 7.9% (𝑛 = 71) the victim
only group, 13.2% (𝑛 = 118) the bullying only group, and
6.6% (𝑛 = 59) the bully victim group. During grade 6, 74.2%
(𝑛 = 664) of the sample comprised the low group, 12.4%
(𝑛 = 111) the victim only group, 9.2% (𝑛 = 82) the bullying
only group, and 4.2% (𝑛 = 38) the bully victim group.

We then use the cross-tab analysis function in SPSS 19 to
classify children as noninvolved, bullies only, victims only,
and bully victims across different points during the three
waves of measurement. According to our findings, 54% of
the children remained uninvolved across time. Children in
the noninvolved group reported that they never or hardly
ever participated in bullying or victimization. Additionally,
16.2% of the children engaged in pure bullying, 15.1%were the
victims of bullying, and 4.8% exhibited cooccurring bullying
and victimization at some point in development either on
grade 3, 5, or 6. An additional 9.9% of children exhibited bul-
lying or victimization or both at different time points. Thus,
this final group of childrenwas inconsistent in terms of which
behavior they exhibited across time, and theymight be bullies
during one time and victims or bully victims during another

Table 2: Growth factor parameter estimates.

Groups Intercept (SE) Linear slope
(SE)

Quadratic
term (SE)

School
performance

Uninvolved 3.518 (.053)∗∗ .003 (.029) .002 (.004)
Victim only 3.424 (.098)∗∗ −.064 (.057) .006 (.008)
Bully only 3.350 (.095)∗∗ .056 (.055) −.009 (.007)
Bully victim 3.207 (.200)∗∗ .001 (.108) −.002 (.014)
Occasional 3.211 (.135)∗∗ −.113 (.079) .011 (.011)

Mother-child
conflict

Uninvolved 14.583 (.357)∗∗ .363 (.189)∗ −.019 (.026)
Victim only 15.384 (.677)∗∗ .672 (.349)∗ −.028 (.048)
Bully only 16.087 (.638)∗∗ −.284 (.339) .084 (.047)
Bully victim 16.314 (1.429)∗∗ .059 (.892) .079 (.131)
Occasional 17.433 (.919)∗∗ −.006 (.454) .035 (.066)

Note. ∗𝑃 < .05, ∗∗𝑃 < .01; SE: standard error.

time point. This group will be referred to as the occasional
bully or victim group. These five groups comprised the final
groups to be used in subsequent analyses.

3.2. Growth Modeling. To investigate the average trajectories
of participants’ school performance across time, a growth
curve model was initially estimated.The growthmodel fit the
data well, 𝜒2

(6,𝑁=895)
= 49.81, RMSEA = .060 (RMSEA CI:

.043 | .077), SRMR = .022, and CFI = .989. The unstandar-
dized intercept (𝑖 = 3.431, SE = .039, 𝑃 < .001) was sig-
nificant, although the linear slope (𝑠 = −.009, SE = .022, 𝑃 =
.67) and the quadratic acceleration term (𝑞 = .002, SE = .003,
𝑃 = .59) were not significant, suggesting that on average
students final school performance did not change from their
initial school performance across time (Figure 1). In addition,
the unstandardized residual intercept (𝑖 = .642, SE = .091,
𝑃 < .001), the residual linear slope (𝑠 = .104, SE = .028,
𝑃 ≤ .001), and the quadratic acceleration term (𝑞 = .002,
SE = .001, 𝑃 < .001) were significant indicating significant
variability between subjects in terms of initial levels of school
performance and in terms of change over time. Additional
analysis usedMGMMmodeling to investigate for differences
between the identified groups. Figure 1 shows the mixed
quadratic growth model resulting from the MGMM, and
Table 2 shows the unstandardized intercept, linear and quad-
ratic terms for the different groups. According to Figure 1,
only the uninvolved children scored above average on aca-
demic achievement. The bullies did not differ much from the
victims in terms of school performance, and both of these
groups scored better in comparison to childrenwho exhibited
some combination of bullying and victimization. The occa-
sional bullies or victims had the worse school performance
over time, although initially this group’s school performance
was similar to the bully victim group.

As with previous analyses, to investigate the average tra-
jectories of students’ closenesswith theirmothers across time,
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Figure 1: Mixture group growth model examining differences bet-
ween groups in terms of school performance.

a latent growth curve model was initially estimated. The
growth model fit the data well, 𝜒2

(6,𝑁=895)
= 24.67, RMSEA =

.059 (RMSEA CI: .036 | .084), SRMR = .153, and CFI =

.990. The unstandardized intercept (𝑖 = 38.260, SE = .129,
𝑃 < .001), and the linear slope (𝑠 = −.350, SE = .085, 𝑃 <
.001) were significant, although the quadratic acceleration
term (𝑞 = −.002, SE = .012, 𝑃 = .87) was not significant,
suggesting that on average mother-child closeness decreased
linearly across time. However, the unstandardized residual
intercept (𝑖 = −.538, SE = 2.319, 𝑃 = .81) and the residual
linear slope (𝑠 = .828, SE = .588, 𝑃 = .159) were not sig-
nificant, and only the quadratic acceleration term (𝑞 = .027,
SE = .009, 𝑃 = .004) was significant indicating that there
was no significant variability between subjects in terms of
initial levels of mother-child closeness and in terms of linear
change over time. Additional analysis used MGMM to inves-
tigate differences between groups by holding the intercept
and linear terms constant and investigating for differences
between the groups in terms of curvilinear change. However,
an inspection of the graph did not indicate any curvilinear
differences between the groups under investigation, and the
quadratic acceleration terms were not significant. Based on
these findings, we concluded that closeness between mother
and children decreased across time in a similar fashion for all
children in the sample.

Finally, we investigated the average trajectories of stu-
dents’ conflict with their mothers. The growth model fit the
data well, 𝜒2

(6,𝑁=895)
= 20.11, RMSEA = .051 (RMSEA CI:

.028 | .077), SRMR = .018, and CFI = .995. The unstan-
dardized intercept (𝑖 = 15.307, SE = .269, 𝑃 < .001) and
the linear slope (𝑠 = .260, SE = .142, 𝑃 < .05) were sig-
nificant, although the quadratic term (𝑞 = .005, SE = .020,
𝑃 = .78) was not significant, suggesting that mother-child
conflict increased linearly across time (Figure 2). In addition,
the unstandardized residual intercept (𝑖 = 25.119, SE =
7.637, 𝑃 < .001), the residual linear slope (𝑠 = 3.890, SE =
1.733, 𝑃 < .05), and the quadratic acceleration term (𝑞 =
.089, SE = .026, 𝑃 < .001) were significant, indicating
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Figure 2: Mixture group growth model examining differences bet-
ween groups in terms of mother-child conflict.

significant variability between-subjects in terms of initial lev-
els of mother-child conflict and change over time. Additional
analysis used MGMM to investigate differences between
groups. Figure 2 shows the mixed quadratic growth model
resulting from the multiple group mixture growth model
analyses, and Table 2 shows the unstandardized intercept,
linear and quadratic terms for the different groups. According
to Figure 2, only the uninvolved children scored below
average on mother-child conflict.The bully victim group and
the occasional bully victim group experienced more conflict
with their mothers in comparison to the other groups. Bully
victims experienced less conflict with their mothers from
grade 1 to grade 4 in comparison to the occasional bully
victim group. Bullies and victims did not differmuch in terms
of mother-child conflict, and both groups tended to score
lower than the co-occurring groups. The uninvolved and the
victim only groups exhibited significant linear increase from
grade 1 to grade 6 in terms of conflict with their mothers.

3.3. Cross-Lagged Path Analysis. The model under investi-
gation is illustrated in Figure 3. The hypothesized model fit
the data well based on the SRMR and the CFI fit indexes,
𝜒
2

(25,𝑁=895)
= 280.57, RMSEA = .107 (RMSEA CI: .096 | .118),

SRMR = .029, and CFI = .95. The full model (Figure 3)
was compared to a nested one with all nonsignificant paths
being removed (Figure 4). The reduced model fit the data
well based on all of the fit indexes, 𝜒2

(52,𝑁=895)
= 311.28,

RMSEA = .075 (RMSEA CI: .067 | .083), SRMR = .039,
and CFI = .95, and fit the data equally as well as the full
model, Δ𝜒2

(29,𝑁=895)
= 30.71, 𝑃 = .38. Therefore, we decided

to proceed with the more parsimonious, reduced model. Not
shown in Figure 4 are the correlations between the variables at
each time point, which are presented in Table 3. According to
Table 3, bullying was positively correlated with victimization
and conflict across time and was negatively related to grade
5 closeness and grade 3 school performance. Victimization
was positively related to grade 3 and grade 6 conflict and
negatively to grade 3 school performance. Closeness was
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negatively related to conflict across time and positively to
school performance at grade 3. School performance was
negatively related to grade 3 and grade 6 conflict.

As previously mentioned, we also controlled for gender
(coded with 1 for boys and 2 for girls), and based on the
findings genderwas significantly related to grade 5 bullying,𝛽
=−.07, SE= .03,𝑃 < .05, indicating that boysweremore likely
to exhibit bullying behavior in school, to grade 5 closeness, 𝛽
= .06, SE = .03, 𝑃 < .05, indicating that girls were closer to
their mothers, and to grade 5 school performance, 𝛽 = .10,

SE = .02, 𝑃 < .001, indicating that girls performed better
at school than boys. Additionally, the autoregressive paths
between grade 3 and grade 5 bullying, 𝛽 = .30, SE = .03,
𝑃 < .001, victimization, 𝛽 = .42, SE = .03, 𝑃 < .001, closeness,
𝛽= .54, SE = .02,𝑃 < .001, conflict,𝛽= .68, SE = .02,𝑃 < .001,
and school performance, 𝛽 = .72, SE = .02, 𝑃 < .001 were
significant. Similarly, the grade 5 and grade 6 bullying, 𝛽 =
.50, SE = .02, 𝑃 < .001, victimization, 𝛽 = .51, SE = .02,
𝑃 < .001, closeness, 𝛽 = .60, SE = .02, 𝑃 < .001, conflict, 𝛽 =
.68, SE = .02, 𝑃 < .001, and school performance, 𝛽 = .75,
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Table 3: Path model correlations (N = 895).

Grade 3 Grade 5 Grade 6
Bully Victim Conflict Closen Bully Victim Conflict Closen Bully Victim Conflict Closen

Victimization .42∗∗ .36∗∗ .27∗∗

Conflict .08∗ .15∗∗ .08∗ .05 .09∗∗ .07∗

Closeness −.05 −.05 −.33∗∗ −.07∗ −.02 −.26∗∗ −.02 −.04 −.32∗∗

School perform. −.07∗ −.18∗∗ −.14∗∗ .13∗∗ −.06 −.02 −.05 −.03 .01 −.02 −.11∗∗ .06
Note that ∗𝑃 < .05, ∗∗𝑃 < .01. Closen: closeness; school perform.: school performance.

SE = .02, 𝑃 < .001, autoregressive paths were all significant
indicating substantial stability across time for all the variables
under investigation.

As shown in Figure 4, bullying at grade 3 was negatively
related to closeness at grade 5, 𝛽 = −.08, SE = .03, 𝑃 < .01,
and grade 3 closeness was negatively related to bullying at
grade 5, 𝛽 = −.07 SE = .03, 𝑃 < .05, suggesting a negative
bidirectional association between these two variables. Grade
3 victimization was positively related to grade 5 closeness,
𝛽 = .08, SE = .03, 𝑃 < .05, and bullying, 𝛽 = .11, SE = .03,
𝑃 < .001. Grade 3 conflict was negatively related to grade 5
closeness, 𝛽 = −.08, SE = .03, 𝑃 < .01. Bullying at grade 5 was
negatively associated with closeness at grade 6, 𝛽 = −.06, SE =
.02, 𝑃 < .05. Grade 5 conflict was positively related to grade 6
bullying, 𝛽 = .07, SE = .03, 𝑃 < .05, and victimization, 𝛽 = .08,
SE = .03, 𝑃 < .01. Grade 5 school performance was negatively
related to grade 6 conflict, 𝛽 = −.06, SE = .02, 𝑃 < .01, and
positively to grade 6 victimization, 𝛽 = .06, SE = .03, 𝑃 < .05.
Closeness at grade 5 was positively related to victimization at
grade 6, 𝛽 = .06, SE = .03, 𝑃 < .05. Finally, grade 5 conflict
was negatively related to grade 6 closeness, 𝛽 = −.07, SE = .02,
𝑃 < .05, and grade 5 closeness was negatively related to grade
6 conflict, 𝛽 = −.08, SE = .02, 𝑃 < .01, suggesting a negative
bidirectional association between these two variables.

4. Discussion

The present study contributes three key findings to prior
research. First, using longitudinal data, the current study
identified five different groups of children engaging in bul-
lying and victimization: uninvolved, bully only, victim only,
bully victim, and occasional bully victim. Second, using
growth modeling analysis, we identified longitudinal differ-
ences among the identified bully victim groups on school
performance and the mother-child relationship quality from
grade 1 to grade 6.Third, using cross-lag modeling, we inves-
tigated the longitudinal transactional association between
school performance, parent-child relationship quality and
child bullying and victimization experiences over a period of
four years.

4.1. Identified Subgroups of Bullying and Victimization. Cur-
rent longitudinal findings support the idea that bullying
and victimization problems cooccur across time, and com-
plement previous studies that identified groups of children
exhibiting pure and cooccurring bullying and victimization
behaviors [10–13]. However, the present study also provides

evidence for an additional group of children who exhibit
either bullying, victimization, or both during different time
points, labeled the occasional bully victim group. It is argued
that previous cross-sectional studies might provide mislead-
ing evidence when comparing groups of children exhibiting
bullying, victimization, or both by not taking the occasional
bully victim group into account. Additionally, we support
findings of prior work suggesting that children exhibiting
cooccurring bullying and victimization are at higher risk
when compared to uninvolved, bully only, and victim only
groups of children, in terms of school performance and
parent-child conflict [13, 17, 20, 21, 23]. Similarly, the occa-
sional bully victim group was also at high risk for low
school performance and to experience high conflictwith their
mothers.

Moreover, the current findings contradict evidence that
bullies are at higher risk to experience a more conflictual
relationship with their mothers in comparison to victims
[13]. This contradicting evidence might be due to our lon-
gitudinal design, since children who are identified in the
current investigation as occasional bully victims might have
been classified as bullies or victims by prior cross-sectional
studies, which might have inflated their findings. In terms of
closeness, our results support previous research that found
no differences in mother-child closeness between bullies,
victims, and bully victims [23], suggesting that mother-child
closeness decreases across time as children mature and enter
into adolescence. Importantly, findings indicated that bullies,
victims, bully victims, and occasional bullies or victims start
school at higher risk when compared to uninvolved children
in terms of both school performance and mother-child con-
flict. Therefore, the combination of a negative home environ-
ment and low school achievement characterizing these higher
risk subgroups of children might lead to the continuation of
these behaviors across time.

4.2. Transactional Findings. Our findings provide support
of the hypothesized transactional model between bullying,
victimization, and the parent-child relationship quality. The
results suggested that closeness and conflict contributed to
bullying behavior and that bullying behavior influenced the
closeness between parents and children, providing evidence
of a transactional association between these variables. There-
fore, as Patterson [40] suggested, the child’s problematic
behavior might be the result of the dynamic processes that
unfold within the household between parents and children.
The identified transactional findings were obtained despite
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controlling for the relatively strong stability of all five cons-
tructs over time and the intercorrelations between the vari-
ables at each time point of measurement. More specifically,
there was a negative bidirectional association between close-
ness and bullying from grade 3 to grade 5, in which bul-
lying behavior negatively influenced the closeness between
mothers and children, and in turn mother-child closeness
was related with decreases in the child’s bullying behavior.
Grade 5 bullyingwas also negatively associatedwith closeness
at grade 6, and grade 5 mother-child conflict increased the
likelihood of bullying behavior at grade 6.Therefore, bullying
does not necessarily increase the conflict between parents and
children, but it possibly affects the parent-child relationship
through the negative effects it has on the closeness identified
in the parent-child dyad. In addition, it seems that the conflict
between parents and children starts to have its negative
effects during early adolescence, which might be due to the
transformation in the parent-child relationship during this
developmental period characterized by increases in conflict
and decreases in closeness [59, 60]. Our data also support this
inverse growth over time since parent-child conflict increased
across time and closeness decreased across time.

There was also partial support for a transactional associa-
tion between victimization and the parent-child relationship
quality. Grade 3 victimization was related to increases in
grade 5 closeness, suggesting that parentsmight respondwith
more closeness in reaction to the child’s negative experiences
associated with being a victim. Furthermore, both closeness
and conflict during grade 5 seemed to influence the likelihood
that a child will experience victimization at grade 6. Accord-
ing to these findings, there might be a positive longitudinal
transactional association between victimization and parent-
child closeness, in which victimization increases closeness,
although this increase in closeness might place the child at
higher risk for experiencing victimization. This finding is in
line with earlier claims that overinvolved or overprotective
mothers, which might be indicated in the current study by
higher closeness, are one factor related to victimization by
peers [13, 27, 28, 61].

Additionally, school performance did not influence the
transactional association between the parent-child relation-
ship quality and bullying and victimization problems. Con-
trary to our predictions, instead of a transactional associa-
tion between academic achievement and victimization, we
identified a direct association in that school performance was
related to increases in victimization. As suggested by prior
research, school performance is not one of the reasons associ-
ated with bullying behavior [4, 18, 41], although students who
are performing well at school might be at increased risk to be
targeted for victimization, as our findings and previous find-
ings suggested [18]. We add to these findings in that school
performance might not be related to victimization during
middle childhood (grades 3 to 5), but it might influence
victimization during the transition to adolescence.

Thefindings also provide evidence for a number of gender
differences. In line with previous research, males scored
higher on bullying than females (e.g., [3]). Moreover, moth-
ers reported greater involvement with their daughters as
compared to their sons, in accordance with work that finds

adolescent females experiencing higher quality relationships
with their parents than male adolescents (e.g., [48, 49]).
Finally, we found that girls performed better academically
compared to boys, as suggested by prior research [50].

4.3. Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions. Strengths
of this investigation included a large sample of children,
which enabled us to run a structural equation model and
identify children at risk for pure and cooccurring bullying
and victimization across time. Furthermore, the data were
collected longitudinally, andwewere able to test our hypothe-
ses using a longitudinal model, thus enhancing the relia-
bility and flexibility of our analyses [56]. However, data on
conflict and closeness were based only on maternal-reports
and would be further enhanced with the use of multiple
informants and multiple methods, such as structured obser-
vations of children interacting with their parents [62]. Ano-
ther strength of this investigation is the inclusion of both
mother (closeness and conflict) and child (bullying and vic-
timization) reports in the structural equation model, which
decreased the possibility of inflated correlations due to shared
method variance.

This study builds on existing relevant knowledge by
examining the unique effects and contributions of bullying
and victimization experiences at school on parenting charac-
teristics over time. Future avenues of research could include
mediational models between bullying and victimization
experiences and parenting variables, such as the children’s
personality, motivation, and self perceptions. Such models
would enable further understanding of the mechanisms of
effects reported in the present study. In addition, because
children are embedded within multiple contexts simultane-
ously [63–65], other social contexts, such as relationships
with peers and other important adults, may impact the deve-
lopment of bullying and victimization.

In conclusion, the current study presents evidence for
the existence of different pure and cooccurring groups of
children in terms of bullying and victimization and identifies
groups of children at higher risk for social (i.e., home and
school) adversity. Findings suggest that both the child’s
academic achievement and relationship quality with his/her
parents need to be taken into account for future intervention
efforts to be successful. Furthermore, the present study has
contributed to the literature by developing and testing a
transactional model, based on longitudinal data, capable to
describe the interrelation between mother-child relationship
and child bullying and victimization experiences. A trans-
actional relationship was supported between the parent-
child relationship quality and bullying and victimization.The
transactional findings of the current investigation support
earlier claims [14, 66, 67] that children and their mothers
are intertwined in a cycle of reciprocal associations. The
empirical evidence provided contributes to a better under-
standing of the ongoing dynamics between parents and child-
ren across development, particularly regarding bullying and
victimization experiences at school. As Dodge and Pettit [68]
point out, in symbiotic models of development, like the one
between parent and child, influences tend to become recipro-
cal over time.
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