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This study explored the associations among childhood emotion regulation,
overt aggression, relational aggression, and adolescent deviant social beha-
viors. Data were drawn from the Family Health Project, a longitudinal study
conducted over 4 years.The sample consisted of111children atTime1who ran-
ged in age from 51/2 to12 years atTime1and 8 to14 years atTime 3. A signifi-
cant finding was that, for girls, lower emotion regulation predicted later
relational aggression (β = 2.95, P b.05). Moreover, low prosocial skills coupled
with relational aggression were associated with deviant social behaviors.
© 2010 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
R ESEARCH DEMONSTRATES THAT a
common pathway for preadolescents to

involvement in deviant social behaviors, such as
substance abuse or rule breaking, is through
repetitive overt aggression, which can then lead to
peer rejection and association with deviant peers
(Hawkins, Catalano, & Miller, 1992; Patterson,
DeBaryshe, & Ramsey, 1989). Although overt
aggression is a meaningful predictor of future
social deviance for boys, it has not proven salient
for understanding social deviance among girls
(Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Crick & Rose, 2000;
Lagerspetz, Björkqvist, & Peltonen, 1988; Öster-
man et al., 1998). To identify patterns of behavior
that precede socially deviant behaviors among girls,
Crick (1996) argued that researchers need to
examine aggressive behaviors that are indicative
of at-risk behaviors in girls. Relational aggression,
the purposeful manipulation of a relationship for
hurting another, might be one such marker.
Although sometimes a socially acceptable response
to interpersonal conflicts observed most often in
girls, relational aggression, at times, has also been
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regulation as possible precursors to adolescent
deviant behaviors is described first to provide
rationale for the hypotheses tested.

BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE

Relational Aggression



peers as more prosocial than other peers were less
relationally aggressive. Relationally aggressive
girls were at greater risk for social isolation, an
antecedent to deviant behaviors (Crick & Grotp-
eter, 1995). Using a teacher measure of relational
aggression, Crick (1996) confirmed that decreased
prosocial behavior contributed an additive effect
to relational aggression in the prediction of future
social adjustment. When low prosocial behavior
among girls was associated with relational aggres-
sion, social isolation from peers was more likely
to occur.

Relational aggression is a complex phenomenon.
One of many research questions remaining is, Are
there other variable(s) which when combined with
relational aggression act as antecedents to deviant
social behavior? Crick (1995) discovered that
children who reported heightened anger and distress
in response to hypothetical relationship conflicts
were more likely to engage in relationally aggres-
sive behaviors. Aggressive responses to a heigh-
tened emotional state were moderated by gender.
Girls were more likely to report higher levels of
distress than were boys for relational provocation
situations; they were also more likely to react with
relational aggression (Crick, 1995). Crick (1995)
concluded that the more intense level of distress felt
by relationally aggressive children in relational
conflict situations interfered with their cognitive
processing and contributed to problem behaviors.
Thus, although there is limited research on the
relationship between emotion regulation and rela-
tional aggression, there appears to be a link between
a child's underlying emotional state and problem
behaviors such as overt and relational aggression.

Emotion Regulation

Emotion regulation, an ongoing internal process,
consists of the internalized and externalized
responses to moment-by-moment environmental
stimuli (Fox & Calkins, 2003). Patterns of emo-
tional response that develop in response to
environmental stimuli are learned through interac-
tions with others and the environment. The ability
to calm oneself in a social interaction is necessary
to temper aggressive responses (Gottman, Katz, &
Hooven, 1996). Schultz, Izard, and Bear (2004)
reported in a cross-sectional study of 182 first and
second graders that emotion regulation signifi-
cantly correlated with how children processed
emotion information and how the emotional
information, in turn, influenced the display of
overt aggressive behaviors. In addition, gender is
thought to moderate the influence of emotion
regulation on aggressive response (Bierman,
Smoot, & Aumiller, 1993, Dodge & Coie, 1987;
Pope & Bierman, 1999).

The inability to effectively self-regulate one's
emotional response is associated with internalized
affective problems such as anxiety and depression,
particularly among girls (Eisenberg et al., 2001;
Silk, Steinberg, & Morris, 2003). Thus, early
childhood emotional responses to arousing situa-
tions are rooted in physiological response patterns,
are learned, and have implications for problem
behaviors later in childhood. Aggression, depres-
sion, and anxiety are associated not only with an



Hypothesis 2. Gender moderates the relationship
between emotion regulation and both relational and
overt aggression.

• The influence of emotion regulation on
relational aggression is stronger for girls
compared with boys at all time points.

• The influence of emotion regulation on overt



sadness and anger, for a total of 26 questions. Each
question is scored on a Likert-type scale, ranging
from 1 to 4 (1 = really not like you, 2 = sort of not
like you, 3 = sort of like you, and 4 = really like
you). The intraclass correlation coefficient ranged
from .88 to 1.0 (Family Health Project, 2005);
Cronbach's alpha was .89 (Bowie, 2009).

Depression

A 17-item subscale of the Behavior Assessment
System for Children-Self Report of Personality
(BASC-SRP) used to measure depressive symptoms
defined depression as “feelings of loneliness and
sadness and an inability to enjoy life” (Kamphaus,
Huberty, DiStefano, & Petosky, 1997, p 60).
Examples of items in this subscale include “nothing
ever goes right forme” and “I think I amdumbnext to
my friends.” Internal consistency reliabilities for the
SRP-C are .88 (n = 271) and .89 (n = 140) for the
SRP-A. Test–Retest reliabilities for the SRP-C and
SRP-A are .75 (n = 119) and .77 (n = 104),
respectively (Reynolds & Kamphaus, 1992).

Relational Aggression

A teacher report measure, the CSBS-T (Crick,
1996) was used to measure relational aggression at
each of the three time points. The Relational
Aggression scale consists of six items such as,
“When this child is mad at a peer, she or he gets
even by excluding the peer from his or her clique or
peer group,” and, “This child spreads rumors or
gossips about some peers” (Crick, 1996). The item
response options are based on a 4-point Likert
scale, with choices ranging from strongly agree (1)
to strongly disagree (4). A principal component
analysis revealed a single dimension. Psychometric
analysis, with a sample consisting of 491 third-
through sixth-grade children, demonstrated a Cron-
bach's alpha of .94 (Crick, 1996).





predictor of relational aggression; however, it was
not significant from T1 to T3 or T2 to T3.

Emotion regulation was measured for both
sadness and anger regulation. To explore if the
predictive effect of emotion regulation was due to
either of these separate facets of emotion regulation,
logistic regression analyses were conducted sepa-
rately for the anger and sadness regulation measures
at T1 and T2. There were, however, no significant
relationships between anger and sadness regulation
at T1 or T2 and relational aggression at T2 or T3,
respectively. Thus, there was no support for the
hypothesis that emotion regulation would predict
relational aggression across time.

Hypothesis 2 posited that the relationship
between emotion regulation and relational aggres-
sion would be stronger for girls compared with
boys. In other words, it was posited that gender
would interact with emotion regulation to predict
relational aggression. The relationship between the
interaction term from T1 and T2 and relational
aggression at T2 and T3, respectively, were not
significant. T1 emotion regulation and the interac-
tion term were both significant predictors of T3
relational aggression, indicating that gender was a
moderating effect on this relationship.

To further explore the moderating effect of
gender, logistic regression analyses predicting the
influence of emotion regulation on relational
aggression were conducted separately for each
gender. As hypothesized, emotion regulation was a
significant predictor of relational aggression for
girls. The results from this set of analyses are
summarized in Table 3. First, the beta, standard
errors, odds ratios, and Wald statistics are reported
for the test of moderating effect of gender for the
entire sample (n = 59). Then, the results of emotion
regulation as a predictor of relational aggression
are reported separately for girls (n = 31) and boys
(n = 28).

Hierarchical logistic regression analysis was
used to test for gender as a moderator of the
relationship between emotion regulation and overt
aggression. The T1 interaction term of Gender ×
Emotion Regulation was not a significant predictor
of T2 or T3 overt aggression, nor was the T2



this relationship, with relational aggression as the
independent variable and conduct disorder beha-
viors as the dependent variable. Reported in Table 4
are unstandardized and standardized regression



said to begin at 10 years (Steinberg, 2002), this
sample may not be fully representative of the
developmental trajectory of relational aggression as
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