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Bullying is a major social problem that is receiving increased attention in society and research. The overarching goal of the current
study was to identify risk and protective factors of bullying examining direct effects between peer relationship, emotion regulation,
and bullying involvement. Therefore, a cross-sectional study was conducted with N = 201 students (55.7% female) between the
ages of 10 and 15 (M = 12:86; SD = 1:29). Path model analysis revealed that trust had a negative effect on victimization,
dysfunctional emotion regulation had a positive effect on perpetration and victimization, alienation had a positive effect on
dysfunctional emotion regulation, and victimization and communication had a positive effect on functional emotion
regulation. Additionally, dysfunctional emotion regulation strategies mediate the path from alienation to bullying and to
victimization. Study results underline the importance of considering the bullying dynamic from a combined perspective of
intra- and interindividual factors. The results partially confirmed the hypotheses and contribute to our knowledge about
individual and contextual correlates of bullying in adolescents. The present findings suggest that group facilitation with the
entire class in team building could be a useful intervention to strengthen peer relationships as well as the relationships between
classmates and teachers and students.

1. Introduction

Peer attachment plays a significant role in young people’s
leisure time as well as in their school years. These relation-
ships can be characterized both positively by trust and com-
munication and negatively by alienation from peers. The
way in which friendships are formed has an influence on
how close to their peers’ adolescents are and whether they
are involved in bullying dynamics in school [1, 2]. Studies
show that one in seven youth experiences bullying [3]. In a
global comparison, Europe has lower prevalences [4], while
Germany has high prevalences of bullying compared to
other European countries [5]. The possible consequences
of bullying have frightening developmental trajectories that
must be countered at all costs [6]. Current research takes a
variety of perspectives on the development of bullying
dynamics. The most prominent model used is the socioeco-

logical model by Urie Bronfenbrenner [7–11]. According to
his model, different systems can influence the behavior of a
person [7–9]. These systems include individual characteris-
tics (i.e., emotion regulation) as well as interpersonal rela-
tionships (i.e., attachment/friendship). It is shown that
both the dynamics in the peer group and individual factors
play a decisive role. In this regard, peer attachment can be
an important part of individual development, acting as a safe
space and protection when it comes to confiding in another
person and experiencing support. Likewise, these relation-
ships can also act as a risk when youth experiences alien-
ation from their peers. Furthermore, studies indicate that
the nature of friendship relationships also has an influence
on the individual’s emotion regulation [12, 13]. Therefore,
these unfavorable relationship experiences are not viewed
as a typical aspect of growing up, but rather as a precarious
starting point. The body of research explaining bullying
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processes continues to grow. At the same time, the findings
are far from exhausted. The link between interpersonal and
intrapersonal factors has not yet been sufficiently investi-
gated. Recent research points to negative associations
between trust, communication, emotion regulation, and bul-
lying (e.g., [1, 13]) and positive associations between alien-
ation and bullying (e.g., [14]). The aim of the present study
is to link peer relationships with adolescents’ functional
and dysfunctional emotion regulation strategies and the bul-
lying roles (perpetrator and victim). Due to the dire conse-
quences associated with the involvement in the bullying
dynamic [6, 15–17], understanding the bullying dynamic
and identifying protective factors that can be fostered in
school are important to positively influence the development
of adolescents.

2. Theoretical Background

2.1. Peer Attachment. Attachment does not only play an
important role during infancy but accompanies human
beings throughout their lives [18]. While the family system
provides the first attachment relationships, during adoles-
cence, young people start forming close bonds to people out-
side their family [19]. Studies on attachment show that the
relevance of parent-child relationships is shifting towards
the peer relationships in adolescence [2]. Peers gain more
influence in the lives of adolescents. Therefore, the attach-
ment system is changing [2, 20, 21]. Furthermore, studies
show that the attachment itself remains stable and that only
the attachment figure changes [22, 23]. For this reason, it
can be assumed that the bond that already exists with the
parents is transferred to the peer group and thus functions
as an independent variable that influences inter- and intrain-
dividual development. This assumption is based on the
mechanism of transmission, i.e., the transmission of the
internal working model [2, 20, 21, 24, 25]. Studies suggest
that peer relationships can be considered to be peer attach-
ment (e.g., [1, 26]).

In research on peer attachment, the three dimensions,
trust, communication, and alienation, are often analyzed
[13, 14, 27–29]. Trust refers to the extent to which individ-
uals feel a mutual understanding and respect for each other.
The adolescent’s perception of the emotional sensitivity and
responsiveness of their peers, as well as the level and quality
of their involvement and verbal communication, is summa-
rized as communication. Meanwhile, alienation encom-
passes the individual’s feelings of isolation, anger, and
detachment in their attachment relationships [27]. Peer
attachment has been shown to have a favorable impact on
development [30–32]. In contrast, low levels of peer attach-
ment can have an unfavorable impact on the development,
i.e., involvement in the bullying dynamic [14, 33].

2.2. Emotion Regulation. The ability to regulate emotions is
important for social interaction [34]. Emotion regulation
has been defined as the extrinsic and intrinsic processes by
which emotional reactions are monitored and evaluated
[35]. Additionally, the intensity of emotions and the emo-
tional expression can be modified using regulatory strategies

[35]. Although different approaches to operationalize emo-
tion regulation [36] exist, this study follows the definition
of Phillips and Power [37] and Power and Dalgleish [38].
They operationalize functional and dysfunctional emotion
regulation. Functional emotion regulation includes strategies
used to process and hold emotions, while dysfunctional
emotion regulation strategies block or reject emotions [37].
Differences in the ability to regulate emotions are related
to internal factors (e.g., [39]) or external factors (i.e., attach-
ment; [24]). During adolescence, the development of adap-
tive emotion regulation strategies might be due to secure
relationships with both parents and peers [40]. Emotion reg-
ulation is an important aspect of development during ado-
lescence and is considered as a developmental task [35].
Adolescents are faced with a variety of challenges and emo-
tions during this period of their lives, and they need to
develop the skills to effectively manage and cope with these
emotions [41].

2.3. Bullying. Bullying is a major social problem that is
receiving increased attention in society and research.
Current research shows that bullying positively influences
internalizing and externalizing behavior problems, suicidal
thoughts, and psychosomatic complaints and is negatively
associated with peer attachment [6, 15–17]. Considering
the severe effects that bullying can have on both bullies
and victims, research focuses on the possible protective
and risk factors for bullying [42–44]. There is no standard-
ized definition of bullying, but it is generally considered a
form of aggressive behavior aimed to intentionally harm a
weaker person (physically or psychologically) over an
extended period of time. The harmful act may be carried
out by a single person or a group of persons [45]. In
addition, different roles, such as bully (victimizing person),
victim (victimized person), or bully-victim (a person who
both victimizes others and is victimized), can be assigned
to adolescents in the bullying process. Salmivalli et al. [46]
further specified bullying roles such as assistant, reinforcer,
defender, and outsider. However, in this study, the focus will
be on the bullies and victims.

The limited research suggests that insecure relationships
with parents and peers can influence bullying in adolescents.
Students with secure attachments to their peers report less
bullying and victimization than uninvolved students [2, 47,
48]. Additionally, they also reported more defending behav-
iors [2]. In their study, Nikiforou et al. [14] identified that
trust in their peers has a negative effect on bullying and
victimization whereas alienation has a positive effect on
victimization. Furthermore, the need to fit in and belong to
the peer group can influence bullying participation [17].
Students who want to belong with their peer group could
either participate in the bullying dynamic as bullies or not
be involved in the dynamic as they are well integrated within
the group [49]. This highlights a gap in research, particularly
with regard to the effects of peer attachment on bullying.

Although empirical research predominately focuses on
the association between parent attachment and emotion reg-
ulation (e.g., [50, 51]), research has also shown links between
peer attachment and emotion regulation [52, 53]. Significant
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associations between trust, communication, alienation, and
emotion regulation in adolescents could be identified [53].

Further studies examined the effects of emotion regula-
tion on bullying [54, 55]. For example, they suggest that chil-
dren and adolescents with lower emotion regulation skills
are more likely to become victims because they are less com-
petent in their interaction with peers. In addition, bullies
may enjoy seeing the emotional distress of the victim.
Unregulated emotions may enhance this effect [56, 57]. Fur-
ther studies suggest that both bullies and victims have prob-
lems with emotion regulation [58].

3. Current Study

The overarching goal of the current study was to examine
direct effects between peer relationship, emotion regulation,
and bullying involvement. Based on the current research
highlighted in the previous section, we propose the following
hypothesis. We hypothesize that direct effects of peer
relationships on bullying can be mapped. Furthermore, we
hypothesize that adolescents’ emotion regulation mediates
these effects. Based on previous findings, we are suggesting
that trust and communication show a positive effect on
functional emotion regulation strategies and a negative effect
on dysfunctional emotion regulation strategies. Further, we
hypothesize that alienation from the peer group has a nega-
tive effect on functional emotion regulation strategies and, in
contrast, a positive effect on dysfunctional emotion regula-
tion strategies. In addition, we hypothesize that trust in the
peer group, communication with the peer group, and
individually functional emotion regulation strategies have a
negative effect on perpetrators and victims, and alienation
from the peer group and dysfunctional emotion regulation
strategies have a positive effect on perpetrators and victims.
The second aim of the study is to map emotion regulation
strategies (functional and dysfunctional) as mediators of
the relationship between peer relationships and bullying
involvement. In this context, we hypothesize that the func-
tional strategies will moderately mediate the association
between peer relationships and bullying involvement, and
the dysfunctional strategies will reinforcingly mediate the
direct effects.

4. Methods

4.1. Participants and Procedure. A positive vote has been
received from the Institutional Review Board for this study.
The a priori power analysis indicates a required sample of
N = 138 subjects with an expected mean effect size f = :15,
a 5% α error probability, and 5 predictors [59]. For the sur-
vey, the school administrators were contacted and asked to
participate in the study. Once approval was obtained from
school administrators and teachers, students were given con-
sent forms to be signed by their parents. Those students who
handed in signed informed consent forms were asked to
complete a self-report questionnaire. Students from one sec-
ondary school (class 5 to 10) in Bremen, Germany, partici-
pated in the study. Data collection took place in the spring
of 2019 (March and April). The data was collected and

processed anonymously. The sample consisted of N = 201
students (55.7% female) between the ages of 10 and 15
(M = 12:86; SD = 1:29).

4.2. Instruments. The Regulation of Emotions Questionnaire
(REQ), developed by Phillips and Power in 2007, has 19
items. It allows for the calculation of four different emotion
regulation strategies: internal functional (5 items, such as “I
review (rethink) my thoughts or beliefs”), internal dysfunc-
tional (5 items, such as “I hurt or punish myself in other
ways”), external functional (4 items, such as “I talk to some-
one about how I feel”), and external dysfunctional (5 items,
such as “I verbally vent my feelings to others”). Adolescents
answering the questionnaire are asked to rate how frequently
they use each strategy when experiencing strong emotions,
with options ranging from “never” to “always.” For the
analysis, the study groups the functional (9 items) and the
dysfunctional strategies (10 items) together.

The revised version of the Inventory of Parent and Peer
Attachment (IPPA), which was developed by Armsden and
Greenberg in 1987 and revised by Raja et al. in 1992, was
used to assess adolescent peer attachment. It has three sub-
scales, including communication (4 items, such as “I tell
my friends about my problems and worries”), trust (4 items,
such as “When I am upset about something, my friends try
to be understanding”), and alienation (4 items, such as
“When I talk to my friends about my problems, I feel
embarrassed or stupid”). Participants indicate their level of
agreement with each statement on a scale ranging from
“strongly disagree” (0) to “strongly agree” (3).

The KFN (Kriminologisches Forschungsinstitut Nieder-
sachsen (Criminological Research Institute of Lower Sax-
ony)) questionnaire includes 6 items that make up a
bullying scale. Adolescents were asked to respond to items
related to bullying behavior, such as “I intentionally hit or
kicked another student.” They rated the frequency of these
behaviors on a 6-point scale, ranging from “never” (0) to
“several times a week” (5), based on their experiences during
the most recent school semester [60].

4.3. Data Analytic Procedures. An exploratory factor analysis
of the REQ revealed that two of the items (-.08 and .06)
included in the dysfunctional scale (Bartlett’s test: χ2ð45Þ =
301:57, p < :001; KMO = :69) and one item (.16) in the func-
tional scale (Bartlett’s test: χ2ð36Þ = 253:92, p < :001;
KMO = :74) did not load on the factor. Therefore, they were
excluded from the analysis. Only 8 items were included in
each scale.

Analysis was conducted using SPSS Statistics and SPSS
AMOS. Correlations were used to represent the bivariate
analysis. The multivariate analysis was evaluated using path
analysis analyzing direct and indirect effects. Indirect medi-
ation effects were determined using a bootstrap (95% level
CI, bootstrap of 1000 samples) method (see [61]). The term
predictor is used in the statistical sense because the study
design is a cross-sectional study. Analyses of missing data
indicated that the missings are completely at random
(MCAR;χ2 = 43:178,df = 35,p = :161; see [62]). Therefore,
the full information maximum likelihood estimation of the

3New Directions for Child and Adolescent Development



regression coefficient was conducted. To evaluate the model
fit, the comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis index
(TLI), normed fit index (NFI), root mean squared error of
approximation (RMSEA), χ2 and p values were calculated
and interpreted [63, 64]. The three peer attachment dimen-
sions, trust, communication, and alienation, were included
as independent variables, dysfunctional and functional emo-
tion regulations were included as mediator variables, and
bullying perpetration and victimization were included as
dependent variables in the model. Additionally, sex and
age were included in the model as control variables.

5. Results

Descriptive analysis is shown in Table 1. The correlation
analysis shows the strongest relationships between commu-
nication with peers and functional emotion regulation strat-
egies (r = :45; p < 001), peer alienation and dysfunctional
emotion regulation strategies (r = :34; p < 001), bullying per-
petration and dysfunctional emotion regulation strategies
(r = :37; p < 001), and bullying victimization and alienation
from peers (r = :44; p < 001).

Our hypothesized model (Figure 1) provides an accept-
able fit to the data (N = 201; χ2/df = :416, p = :519, CFI =
1:000, NFI = :999, TLI = 1:042, and RMSEA = :000) and
explains 19% of the variance for dysfunction ER, 23% of
functional ER, 19% of bullying perpetration, and 26% of bul-
lying victimization. A direct significant path from trust to
victimization (β = −:26, p < :01) is evident. Communication
shows a direct effect on functional ER (β = :54, p < :001).
Alienation shows significant direct effects on dysfunctional
ER (β = :34, p < :001) and victimization (β = :28, p < :001).
Dysfunctional ER has a direct effect on bullying perpetration
(β = :28, p < :001) and bullying victimization (β = :15,
p < :05). Functional ER does not have significant effects on
perpetration or victimization.

Sex shows direct significant pathways on communica-
tion with peers (β = :41, p < :001), trust with peers (β = :17,
p < :01), alienation from peers (β = −:15, p < :05), dysfunc-
tional emotion regulation strategies (β = −:23, p < :001),
and perpetrators (β = −:21, p < :01).

Dysfunctional emotion regulation strategies mediate the
path from alienation to bullying perpetration (β = :10,
p < :001) and alienation to victimization (β = :05, p < :01).

6. Discussion

In the current study, we examined a cross-sectional path
model assessing relations between adolescent peer attach-
ment, emotion regulation, perpetration, and victimization
among a sample of German adolescents. The study results
underline the importance of considering the bullying
dynamic from a combined perspective of intra- and interin-
dividual factors. The results partially confirmed the hypoth-
eses and contribute to our knowledge about individual and
contextual correlates of bullying in adolescents.

Adolescent sex shows a direct effect on all independent
variables of peer relationships as well as on dysfunctional
emotion regulation and perpetration of bullying. Females

indicating higher communication and trust with their peers
and males rating higher in alienation and dysfunctional
emotion regulation strategies. Meta-analytical results show
that males are less attached to their peers than females
[40]. Additionally, the meta-analytical results indicate signif-
icantly higher trust and communication in peer relation-
ships for females and no significant differences concerning
the alienation subscale [40]. The results regarding alienation
therefore do not coincide with the meta-analytical results
[40] which might be due to the age difference of our study
and the meta-analysis. The results that males are signifi-
cantly more frequent perpetrators of bullying are also in
agreement with previous studies (e.g., [65, 66]).

Feeling confident in one’s peer group shows a direct neg-
ative effect on victimization. This could mean that those
adolescents who trust their peer group and feel that their
friends care about them, listen to them, and make an effort
to understand their feelings are less likely to become victims
in bullying. Additionally, alienation from peers shows a
direct effect on victimization. These findings are consistent
with findings from Nikiforou et al. [14]. The study results
provide the idea that the quality of attachment in peers is
important in the development of bullying dynamics [14]. A
child who experiences exclusion may show withdrawn
behavior and become a victim of bullying more easily as a
result of this behavior.

The results of the path analysis show that communica-
tion with peers has a positive effect on functional emotion
regulation strategies. The path from communication to func-
tional emotion regulation strategies has the highest effect in
the model. Communication could therefore possibly be part
of a functional emotion regulation strategies. This could
mean that adolescents who confide in their friends and value
the advice and exchange with their friends also use func-
tional strategies to regulate their emotions, for example, by
asking others for advice in problematic situations or by
occupying themselves with things that are good for them.
These results are in line with other studies arguing that the
development and use of adaptive emotion regulation strate-
gies might be due to secure relationships with peers and the
development of maladaptive emotion regulation strategies
might be due to low attachment to peers [12, 40].

The alienation of adolescents from their peer group, on
the other hand, shows a direct effect on dysfunctional emo-
tion regulation strategies. This indicates that those adoles-
cents who feel uncomfortable talking about their problems
with their peer group and are ashamed to disclose them also
use emotion regulation strategies that are dysfunctional.
These dysfunctional strategies include acting out problems
with violence or other harmful actions, making others feel
bad, or exposing themselves to thoughts that other youths
are doing much better than themselves and thus feeling
worse. These findings are in accordance with other studies
which also found negative associations between peer attach-
ment and dysfunctional emotion regulation strategies [67].
Similarly, Herd and Kim-Spoon [68] discuss that adverse
peer experiences are negatively associated with emotion reg-
ulation. The use of dysfunctional emotion regulation strate-
gies shows a direct effect on bullying perpetration as well as
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one’s own victimization. The goal of dysfunctional emotion
regulation is the suppression or acting out of the emotion
without the intention to harm others whereas bullying per-
petration has the goal to harm others. This could mean that
those strategies, such as letting out feelings about things or
people, not only make adolescent a perpetrator of bullying
by harming others but also make them a victim of bullying
and thus expose them to harmful actions. The relationship
between dysfunctional emotion regulation and bullying vic-
timization has not been the focus of many other studies;
however, those support the results found in our study that
dysfunctional emotion regulation is positively related to vic-
timization [69]. Additionally, the study by Garner and Hin-
ton [70] found a significant and positive association between
dysfunctional emotion regulation and bullying perpetration.

In addition to existing findings, our study identified that
dysfunctional emotion regulation strategies mediate the path
from alienation to bullying and to victimization. Thus, those
strategies emerge as important mediators in the practice as
well as the experience of bullying.

In summary, the relevance of linking peer relationships,
one’s emotional regulation, and bullying roles is demon-
strated by understanding that bullying is a group dynamic
process with the goal of harming others, and therefore, it
must be linked to peer relationships. One hypothesis that
we propose based on our own research is that the perpetra-
tor uses the low support and trust from peer relationship of
the victims, which does not play a role in the perpetrator.

6.1. Limitations and Implications. Although the study offers
new insights, limitations should also be noted. The first limita-
tion that arises is that only one school was surveyed, so that
comparisons with other schools cannot be made. Secondly,
due to the cross-sectional nature of the study, no statements
about the reciprocity of the constructs can be made.

Implications for further research as well as for practice
can only be concluded from the results with caution.
Regarding future research, the study results need to be reas-
sessed with a larger sample and a longitudinal design. In
terms of practice, the present findings suggest that group

Table 1: Descriptive statistics.

Variable N M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

(1) Trust 193 9.55 2.24 (.80)

(2) Communication 198 7.01 3.23 .71∗∗∗ (.84)

(3) Alienation 197 2.92 2.26 -.60∗∗∗ -.43∗∗∗ (.56)

(4) Dysfunctional emotion regulation 194 14.79 3.74 -.19∗ -.24∗∗∗ .34∗∗∗ (.69)

(5) Functional emotion regulation 200 24.61 4.74 .29∗∗∗ .45∗∗∗ -.14∗ -.19∗∗ (.69)

(6) Bullying perpetration 201 2.00 2.79 -.09 -.11 .18∗ .37∗∗∗ -.16∗ (.76)

(7) Bullying victimization 201 2.97 3.87 -.39∗∗∗ -.26∗∗∗ .44∗∗∗ .29∗∗∗ -.12 .50∗∗∗ (.76)

(8) Age 201 12.86 1.29 -.06 -.07 .10 .17 -.10 .15∗ -.06

(9) Sex (1 = male, 2 = female) 201 .16∗ .41∗∗∗ -.15∗ -.29∗∗∗ .15∗ -.26∗∗∗ -.20∗∗ -.05

Note: N = sample size; M = mean; SD = standard deviation; Md =median; ∗p < :05, ∗∗p < :01, ∗∗∗p < :001; Cronbach’s alpha (α) in brackets.

Trust

N= 201; 𝜒2 (df = 1 ) = 0.416;
p = .519; CFI = 1.000; NFI =
0.999; TLI = 1.042; RMSEA =

0.000

Communication

Alienation

Dysfunctional
emotion regulation

Functional emotion
regulation

Victimization

Bullying
perpetration

0.19

0.23

0.19

0.26

0.3
4⁎

⁎
⁎

0.28 ⁎⁎⁎

0.15 ⁎

–0.26 ⁎⁎
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⁎
⁎

0.28⁎⁎
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𝜀4
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𝜀7

Figure 1: Path model. All significant paths are shown in black solid lines, and the nonsignificant paths are shown in grey solid lines; ∗p < :05,
∗∗p < :01, and ∗∗∗p < :001. Control variables are not included in the figure.
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facilitation with the entire class in team building could be a
useful intervention to strengthen peer relationships. At best,
this could establish a relationship of trust in the peer group
that enables adolescents to use functional emotion regula-
tion strategies. Studies indicate that learned strategies based
on relationships with caregivers may be maintained, such
as adolescents being uncomfortable talking about their feel-
ings with their peer group because they do not do so at home
with their caregivers. This should be addressed in schools,
and they should be designed as a safe space that offers trust
and protection in interactions. As recent studies have shown,
the relationship between students and teachers influences (a)
the attitude towards schools [71] and (b) the prosocial
behavior of students [71, 72]. Therefore, strengthening the
relationship between students and teachers can influence
the bullying dynamic by giving children the opportunity
and trust to talk to their teachers and strengthen prosocial
behaviors. Future research should therefore also focus on
student-teacher relationship and its association with bully-
ing. This should also be focused on regarding students with
problems in their emotional and social development [72].
On the basis of a secure attachment to peers and teachers
in the context of school, new functional strategies for emo-
tion regulation could be developed that work through inter-
nalization via the altered internal working model from
external to internal regulation.

7. Conclusion

This study highlights the significance of examining the interplay
between peer attachment, emotion regulation, bullying perpe-
tration, and victimization in understanding the complex
dynamics of bullying among adolescents. The findings empha-
size the importance of considering both contextual (peers) and
individual (emotion regulation) factors when exploring bully-
ing. Thisindicates that the socio-ecological model can be used
to explain bullying behavior. Research needs to focus on differ-
ent systems to identify influencing factors and possibilities of
intervention and the positive development of adolescents. The
results indicate that feeling confident in one’s peer group and
experiencing a sense of belonging can serve as protective factors
against victimization, while alienation and exclusion from peers
increase the risk of becoming a victim. The utilization of dys-
functional strategies, in turn, is positively associated with both
perpetration and victimization in bullying. This study high-
lighted that dysfunctional emotion regulation strategies mediate
the relationship between alienation and both bullying roles,
focusing their crucial role in the bullying process. These findings
underscore the group dynamics involved in bullying and
emphasize the significance of peer relationships in understand-
ing and addressing bullying behaviors. Further research and
interventions should focus on fostering positive peer attach-
ments and promoting healthy emotion regulation strategies as
a means to prevent and address bullying among adolescents.
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