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Abstract 

 

Glossed Lips and Glossed Over: 

Relational Aggression in Adolescent Girls 

 

 

 

 

Tamara Jean Salas-Tull, M.Ed. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Keisha Bentley 

 

Relational aggression is an indirect type of aggression used to damage 

relationships with others.  Adolescent girls frequently encounter this issue, and the 

ubiquity of technology has expanded the ways in which girls can attack one another, i.e. 

cyber-bullying.  The causes of relational aggression are unknown and could involve a 

combination of factors, including victim and/or bully psycho-social adjustment, social 

expectations, or the implicit structure of female friendships in adolescence. The effects 

range from social anxiety to impacted school performance to depression and suicidality.  

Groups of friends act much like a family for adolescents in terms of support and 

intimacy.  Using Murray Bowen’s family systems theory as a template, an intervention is 
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proposed where girls are taught techniques that will strengthen relationships with others 

and themselves.  
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Introduction 

 Society has traditionally viewed adolescent girls as more passive, and less violent, than 

boys.  In the past decade, aggression studies have widened their focus to include adolescent girls, 

revealing a hostile underworld in which girls participate.  Crick and Grotpeter (1995) created the 

term “relational aggression” to refer to the behavior of “harming others through purposeful 

manipulation and damage of…peer relationships” (1995, p. 711).  They and others noted the 

higher frequency of relational aggression‟s occurrence in female than male interactions (Larry 

Owens, Shute, & Slee, 2004) and the stronger urge for females to utilize this form of aggression 

(Hess & Hagen, 2006).  Administrators have only recently taken note of the damaging impact on 

school culture.  

The topic of relational aggression has drawn much attention in academic circles and 

popular culture, especially with the media focus on recent suicides such as that of Phoebe Prince 

(Cullen, 2010).  After reviewing the results of two comparative studies using 66 countries and 

regions, The National Institute of Public Health (Due & Holstein, 2008) solidified the magnitude 

of the problem when it declared bullying to be against the basic rights of children due to its 

pervasiveness and harmful effects. 

 The effects of relational aggression range from emotionally hurtful to deadly.  

Researchers have identified specific outcomes associated with  the internalization of relational 

aggression including social anxiety (Ranta, Kaltiala-Heino, Pelkonen, & Marttunen, 2009; 

Storch, Masia-Warner, Crisp, & Klein, 2005) low self-esteem (Lopez & DuBois, 2005; Nadeem 

& Graham, 2005), loneliness, depression, self-harm, and suicide ideation (Barker, Arseneault, 

Brendgen, Fontaine, & Maughan, 2008; Klomek, Marrocco, Kleinman, Schonfeld, & Gould, 

2008; Nadeem & Graham, 2005; Peskin, Tortolero, Markham, Addy, & Baumler, 2007; Ranta, et 
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al., 2009).  A cross-cultural study, collecting data from Finland, Israel, Italy, and Poland, found 

that girls use relational aggression more than any other type of aggression, regardless of the girls‟ 

nationality (Österman, et al., 1998).  In light of the prevalence and negative effects of relational 

aggression, schools need the ability to identify the activity (Raskauskas & Stoltz, 2004), 

understand the sources, and learn intervention techniques.  Training school staff is a difficult task 

given the hidden nature of relational aggression.     

 Girls express relational aggression in multiple ways which authority figures, trained to 

monitor physical aggression, may not recognize.  The three main categories are verbal 

aggression, exclusion, and non-verbal behaviors (James & Owens, 2005).  Verbal aggression 

includes spreading rumors, calling names, and making fun of an individual.  Keeping an 

individual out of a peer group or socially isolating her falls under exclusion (Raskauskas & 

Stoltz, 2004).  Eye-rolling, sneers, or giving “the silent treatment” and not speaking to a girl are 

examples of non-verbal behaviors (Shute, Owens, & Slee, 2002; Underwood, 2004).  

Traditionally, relational aggression involves some face-to-face interaction, but technological 

advances have widened the bullying arena to include home as well as school. 

One growing trend of the integration of relational aggression and technology is cyber-

bullying. The popularity of social websites such as Facebook and MySpace provide a forum 

which combines the aforementioned categories.  Many adolescents renders themselves 

vulnerable by sending sexually suggestive images through text messaging, or “sexting,” 

(Lenhart, 2009).  These private images can be used to publicly humiliate.   Cyber-bullying fits 

with relational aggression‟s method of functioning as the specific aggressor may be anonymous, 

or composed of a group of peers, and the internet is a quick way to spread damaging information 

(Chisholm, 2006; Williams & Guerra, 2007).   
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Although no clear explanation exists for the causes of cyber-bullying and other forms of 

relational aggression, research has theorized a connection with gaining social status or popularity 

(Rose, Swenson, & Waller, 2004), craving a sense of belonging (Larry Owens, et al., 2004), or a 

desire to create relationships (Laurence Owens, Shute, & Slee, 2000b).  Most adolescent girls 

want to be popular, or at least be a member of a group.  If relational aggression can be 

considered a social function for a teenager, counselors can benefit from a theoretical framework 

which takes relationships and group systems into account.        

 For a counselor, looking at an issue from a theoretical perspective, such as a family 

systems viewpoint, can help organize causes and possible solutions. Adolescent girls‟ social 

relationships can parallel family dynamics in terms of support and conflict (Abada, Hou, & Ram, 

2008; Bellotti, 2008; Shulman, Seiffge-Krenke, Levy-Shiff, & Fabian, 1995).  Therefore, Murray 

Bowen‟s family systems theory will be utilized to confront the problem of relational aggression.  

Bowen views family as a network of individuals who inevitably influence one another and 

struggle between dependency and freedom (Bowen & Kerr, 1988).  Each member must find a 

balance between individuality and the development of intimate relationships. Bowen (1974) 

describes a theory of societal emotional process where a group promotes exclusivity.  This leads 

to anxiety about isolation, further exclusivity, and the continuation of the cycle.  Relational 

aggression can lead to anxiety (Laurence Owens, Slee, & Shute, 2000) and adolescent girls use 

exclusion as one tactic.  The theory emphasizes healthy connections between individuals.  Social 

support appears frequently in the literature as an existent coping mechanism (James & Owens, 

2005; Raskauskas & Stoltz, 2004; Shute, et al., 2002).  Aspects of Bowenian systems theory 

(detriangling, emotional regulation, and differentiation) focus on specific components of a 

system with the goal of changing the entire structure. 
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 This literature review will outline categories of aggression, highlighting the emerging 

concern of cyber-bullying.  Theories about relational aggression‟s origin in societal gender role 

expectations are addressed, as are possible causes.  The unique situation of the bully-victim is 

discussed.  There will be a summary of intervention strategies proposed by researchers, along 

with coping strategies utilized by adolescent girls.  Building upon girls‟ need to belong and the 

significance of their peer groups and the social support they provide, a systems theory connects 

causes, effects, and suggested interventions in a practical framework.  Principles of Bowenian 

family systems theory will be applied to the system of the peer group.  A psycho-educational 

approach is recommended for schools with the goals of increasing the self-esteem of adolescent 

girls, decreasing social anxiety, and conveying knowledge to manage healthy friendships. 
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Chapter One:  

Types of Aggression 

 Authors note several ways to refer to relational aggression. These include indirect 

(Österman, et al., 1998), social (Underwood, 2004), or covert aggression (Spears, Slee, Owens, 

& Johnson, 2009).  Many studies reviewed within this paper looked at relational aggression 

within a bullying (Dyer & Teggart, 2007) or peer victimization (Hoglund, 2007; Storch, et al., 

2005) context.  Archer and Coyne (2005) concluded that indirect, social, and relational 

aggression referred to the same behavior.  This literature review will use the term “relational 

aggression,” originally coined by Crick and Gropeter (1995). 

   There are three categories of relational aggression outlined in the literature and they are 

used to damage friendships, romantic relationships, or social status.  The aggression that most 

often goes unnoticed by school staff are non-verbal behaviors (Shute, et al., 2002), which are 

expressed as glaring, a particular gesture, giving looks of disgust, or rolling one‟s eyes to dismiss 

an individual (James & Owens, 2005; Rosen, et al., 2009; Shute, et al., 2002; Underwood, 2004).  

The purpose of these “death stares” is described by one adolescent girl: “„If you walk by, it‟s a 

way of saying you hate someone.  You don‟t say anything, you just stare at them‟” (Shute, et al., 

2002).  Especially hurtful is the practice of exclusion, which involves ignoring, neglecting, 

leaving a girl out of activities, or halting the conversation when the ostracized individual 

approaches (Shute, et al., 2002).  “„They don‟t even register my existence in the hallway 

anymore,‟” said one girl, speaking about a group of former friends (James & Owens, 2005). 

 While non-verbal behaviors often go unnoticed, verbal aggression is observable and is 

the most commonly-reported form of aggression with girls (Abada, et al., 2008; Dyer & Teggart, 
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2007; James & Owens, 2005; Williams & Guerra, 2007).  This includes calling names, 

“bitching” about another girl, using a derisive tone of voice, laughing at, making jokes about, or 

cruelly imitating another girl (James & Owens, 2005; Shute, et al., 2002; Williams & Guerra, 

2007).  Aggressors can focus on an individual, or target her relationships with friends and 

significant others, through gossip and rumor-spreading (Willer & Cupach, 2008).  In some cases, 

verbal aggression leads to physical altercation. 

Although physical aggression has long been thought to be more common among boys, 

more adolescents girls are acting out through overt aggression(Chesney-Lind, 2001; Ellis & 

Zarbatany, 2007; Good Morning America, 2008; Talbott, Celinska, Simpson, & Coe, 2002).  

This can be seen in the more than 40,000 YouTube that appear using the search term “girl fight.”  

Chesney-Lind (2001) takes the stance that violence in girls is not a new phenomenon, merely one 

that has long gone unnoticed by society. However, relational aggression can lead to overt 

aggression (Ellis, Crooks, & Wolfe, 2009; Talbott, et al., 2002), as seen in a much-publicized 

confrontation where a group of girls filmed themselves screaming at and beating Victoria 

Lindsey.  The girls accuse Lindsey of being promiscuous while she insists the rumors are not 

true.  The girls later pointed to Lindsey as the initial aggressor, a gossiping friend who attacked 

them online (Good Morning America, 2008). This fight initially started out as relational 

aggression, but turned into a display of overt aggression which was subsequently posted online.  

This public form of humiliation falls within the parameters of cyber-bullying 
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Cyber-bullying: A New Forum for Relational Aggression 

  With the advent of smart phones and the popularity of online social networking, a new 

type of bullying has cropped up.  Cyber-bullying occurs in an online context, has the ability to be 

anonymous, and is used to exclude, spread rumors, and attack peers (Spears, et al., 2009).  Li 

(2006) found that males currently engage in cyber-bullying more than females, while Williams & 

Guerra(2007) found the activity to be about equal.  Nevertheless, this type of behavior fits the 

profile of relational aggression as an indirect format for gossip and exclusionary practices and 

should be taken seriously by parents and school administration. 

 In a study conducted by Li (2006), over 50% of respondents knew someone who had 

been cyber-bullied, a statistic certain to have risen in the past four years with the expansion of 

the internet and increase in digital devices (Lenhart, 2009).  Countries ranging from Russia to 

Japan are searching for ways to counteract forms of cyber-aggression (Chisholm, 2006).  

Children are more adept at technology than their parents and their communications are often left 

unsupervised (Agatston, Kowalski, & Limber, 2007).  One study showed that instead of using 

cyber-bullying as an alternative to relational or overt aggression, cyber-bullying was often used 

by students in conjunction with these bullying tactics (Spears, et al., 2009).  The online world 

allows a bully to gain more power and control over the victim by transgressing school grounds 

and coming into their bedroom and onto their personal computer. 

 Cyber-bullying produces the same type of effects as relational aggression, from 

delinquency (Hinduja & Patchin, 2007) to depression (Cullen, 2010), but with stronger results.  

The anonymity of the internet and the ambiguity of its communication contribute to the 

heightened negative affect and fear.  Students in a research study described cyber-bullying as 
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“faceless” and “powerful” and were left feeling “unsafe” and “invaded” (Spears, et al., 2009, p. 

192).  The tendency for those online to gang up on others, a practice called “slamming,” also add 

to the victim‟s fear and feelings of helplessness (Chisholm, 2006).   

 Cyber-bullying uses the traditional methods of exclusion and harassment and 

incorporates new elements as well.  Outing involves publicly announcing someone is gay 

without their consent  There was heavy media coverage on the death of Tyler Clementi, who 

jumped off a bridge after his roommate shared video online of Clementi and another man being 

romantically involved (Pilkington, 2010).  The incident occurred in a college setting, but could 

easily happen in the smaller arena of high school, where gossip is inescapable.  Flaming, most 

commonly used by males, is a combative way of arguing, meant to incite anger in its chosen 

victims.  One or more girls can use instant messaging, attacking an individual as sexually 

promiscuous or a disloyal friend.  Denials will only lead to further taunting and frustration for 

the victim.  Multiple messaging accounts can be created under pseudonyms so the victim does 

not know if these are strangers or close friends. 

  When someone pretends to be someone they are not, they are engaging in online 

masquerading, which allows the perpetrator to escape punishment and relinquish responsibility.  

The lack of physical interaction and impersonality of the internet leads to “identity flexibility,” 

where an individual can adopt characteristics which diverge from how they present themselves 

offline.  Individuals behave in ways they usually would not due to “online disinhibition,” where 

the online environment breaks down psychological boundaries and people feel free to express 

repressed sexual or violent urges (Chisholm, 2006; Subrahmanyam, Greenfield, & Tynes, 2004).  

Increasing empathy in students may be one solution to online attacks. 
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 Although cyber-bullying is a subject of media attention, there is a lack of empirically 

sound research on effective interventions. The time lapse between research, publication and 

implementation of policy has not kept up with the accelerated pace of technological growth and 

avenues for cyber-bullying.  Many schools have been lambasted in the news for failing to act 

when bullying was brought to their attention (Cullen, 2010).  However, many students will not 

report incidents to school officials because they do not feel the school understands or will act 

effectively, or they simply do not want to get caught using mobile devices during school hours.  

Children do not inform parents because they do not want their online privileges taken away 

(Agatston, et al., 2007; Li, 2006).  Hinduja and Patchin (2007) suggest schools educate school 

staff and parents and include cyber-bullying in school policy.  Schools also need to have 

prevention plans in place and be willing to work with local police to investigate reported 

incidences and collect evidence.  Students need to be informed on how to respond to online 

harassment, even as a witness.  Many do not know how to request that websites be taken down or 

how to ask internet service providers to identify the perpetrator (Agatston, et al., 2007).  Training 

and outreach is needed to identify cyber-bullying, and relational aggression, when these 

behaviors occur. 
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Chapter Two: 

Causes of Relational Aggression 

 Many of these behaviors perpetuate simply because adults do not notice the discreet signs 

of aggression or view them as a standard component of adolescence (Letendre, 2007).  Western-

European societal restrictions on female anger could partially explain why school staff would 

dismiss the use of relational aggression.  The attitude is that girls have always acted this way.  

Perhaps girls would express themselves differently if society condoned loud or physical anger.  

Historically, society has not allowed females to voice their opinions or discontent.  The culture 

expects quiet, nice, and pretty girls.  Fighting or cursing lie outside the boundaries of the typical 

female gender role and thus, girls find another way to release their undesirable feelings.  

Researchers argue that society demands adolescent girls be demure and diffident, with relational 

aggression as the outcome (Chesney-Lind, 2001; Chesney-Lind, Morash, & Irwin, 2007; 

Letendre, 2007; Underwood, 2004).  Adolescent boys sometimes use relational aggression and 

Gini (2008) posits that this behavior increases as physical aggression, or any visible aggression, 

becomes less acceptable with age (Leadbeater, Boone, Sangster, & Mathieson, 2006).  Relational 

aggression is perceived as an acceptable outlet for emotion.   

Relational aggression, therefore, plays a role in girls‟ social interactions.  Although peers 

have mixed opinions about aggressors (Ellis & Zarbatany, 2007; Farver, 1996), the benefits far 

outweigh aggression‟s own set of negative effects (Farver, 1996; Leadbeater, et al., 2006).  

Adolescent culture rewards those in power with popularity.  Interestingly, high social status 

gives girls more power to embarrass or demean their peers, whereas a lower-status girl will not 

make much of an effect using relational aggression (Willer & Cupach, 2008).  Girls may start 
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using relational tactics to join the popular crowd (Laurence Owens, Shute, et al., 2000b) and 

once in the group, to protect themselves.  

 Girls must conform to the group to maintain friendships.  Self-protection assists with the 

cycle of relational aggression because girls are too afraid to speak out and defend others as they 

themselves could be the next victim (Laurence Owens, Shute, & Slee, 2000a; Laurence Owens, 

Slee, et al., 2000).  They shape their appearance, likes and dislikes, around others‟ characteristics 

to form and keep friendships (Ellis & Zarbatany, 2007).  This is sometimes called reciprocal 

socialization and involves a natural propensity to imitate and take on the mannerisms, 

worldviews, or even aggression levels, of the people surrounding an individual (Farver, 1996).  

This behavior is seen as early as pre-school age and helps create bonds.   

 When friends have similar styles of aggression, their relationship is more likely to be 

stable (Ellis & Zarbatany, 2007).  Family can influence an individual‟s choice in friends as they 

choose to participate in a group.  Adolescent members of contentious and fused family systems 

are more likely to engage in conformity and actively try to fit in (Shulman, et al., 1995).  Girls 

obtain a sense of belonging from joining a group with members similar to themselves and 

receive the additional bonus of protection from aggressors (James & Owens, 2005; Letendre, 

2007).  When the peer group perceives someone as a victim, their friends can abandon them to 

avoid the stigma that comes along with association (Ellis & Zarbatany, 2007).  Girls can be 

treated as pariahs, and how their peers see them can greatly effect subsequent interaction.   

 One example of a pariah is the girl typecast as “the slut”.  An evolutionary model 

proposes girls are objects of negative attention because peers view them as promiscuous.  

Rivalry among girls and jealousy over boys incites relational aggression (James & Owens, 

2005).  This theory posits that girls who develop early or that the opposite sex finds attractive are 
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victimized more often (Gallup, O‟Brien, White, & Wilson, 2009; Nadeem & Graham, 2005).  In 

the Victoria Lindsey video, her attackers accuse her of having sex with multiple partners.  

Whether this is true or not, her alleged licentiousness made her an easy target.  Within-gender 

competition cannot be the sole reason for aggression, since those in all-girl schools still torment 

their fellow students (Storch, et al., 2005).  Researchers have identified other personal 

characteristics which can lead to victimization.  

 While school staff should not engage in “blaming the victim,” certain girls are targeted 

because of their physical appearance, amount of friends, or personality traits.  Any divergence 

from the larger peer group can make a girl vulnerable to relational aggression (Laurence Owens, 

Slee, et al., 2000). Individuals with fewer friends are less likely to have a support system which 

retaliates against aggressors (Ellis & Zarbatany, 2007; Laurence Owens, Slee, et al., 2000).  

Students are ostracized because their low socio-economic status is evident in their style of dress 

or inability to attend social activities (Ranta, et al., 2009).  Depression can produce a victim 

persona, which nurtures the existent depression, jumpstarting a positive feedback cycle where the 

negative affect continues to grow (Gomes, Davis, Baker, & Servonsky, 2009; Heilbron, 

Prinstein, & Hilt, 2008).  Finally, peers may abuse a girl because she herself is a bully. 

 Bully-victims are not often the focus of research, even though they appear frequently in 

study results.  One effect of victimization is a higher likelihood of engaging in aggressive acts 

(Barker, et al., 2008).  Victoria Lindsey may be an example of a bully-victim who threatened 

others and experienced reprisal, or she may have originally been victimized and decided to fight 

back.  Owens, Slee, and Shute (2000) describe a cycle where the victim experiences confusion, 

negative affect, social anxiety about future aggression, and then decides between two routes: 

catastrophizing (obsessive thoughts about worse-case scenarios) or retaliation.  The latter choice 
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creates the bully-victim.  Researchers have difficulty discerning whether aggressors experience 

difficulties because they are victimized or whether aggression stems from psycho-social 

adjustment issues.  

Emotional maladjustment occurs often in bully-victims and the causes are unknown (Ellis, et al., 

2009; Werner & Crick, 1999).  Studies have linked delinquent behavior to bully-victims (Barker, 

et al., 2008; Chesney-Lind, 2001; Ellis, et al., 2009), while some note this externalizing behavior 

decreases with age (Ranta, et al., 2009), perhaps due to societal condemnation of this behavior 

(Chesney-Lind, 2001).  The effects discussed in the next section increase dramatically in bully-

victims (Barker, et al., 2008; Klomek, et al., 2008).  Schools need to develop an awareness of the 

severity and impact before they can combat this issue.
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Chapter Three: 

Effects of Relational Aggression 

 Many studies and surveys found that relational aggression, and bullying in general, has a 

stronger impact on females than males in terms of low self-esteem, social anxiety, depression, 

and other adjustment difficulties (Abada, et al., 2008; Boulton, Trueman, & Murray, 2008; 

Klomek, et al., 2008; Leadbeater, et al., 2006; Lopez & DuBois, 2005; Nickerson & Slater, 

2009).  One study contradicting this trend was conducted in China and the result may be 

explained by cultural differences (Cheng, Cheung, & Cheung, 2008).  Relational aggression can 

have a greater effect than overt aggression, even though physical violence is traditionally thought 

of as more traumatic for females than males (Storch, et al., 2005).  Girls experience a range of 

emotions and can recount the details of particular incidences years later (Laurence Owens, Slee, 

et al., 2000).  Negative effects are amplified if the aggressor is more popular.  The shame can be 

greater as other students focus more attention on the incident.  If multiple girls are the 

perpetrators, such as a clique combining against an individual, the girl will feel even more 

overwhelmed and helpless (Willer & Cupach, 2008).  Due to relational aggression‟s extreme 

negative emotional impact on girls, anxiety can develop, especially in social situations. 

 This review uses the term “social anxiety” to encompass any fear of social situations, 

trepidation about possible further aggression, or social phobia.  While general anxiety does not 

display a strong correlation, social anxiety is associated with victimization (Ranta, et al., 2009).  

Victims start to avoid social events and new friendships, all of which contribute to further 

victimization as the individual becomes more of an isolated target (Dyer & Teggart, 2007; Ellis 

& Zarbatany, 2007; Ranta, et al., 2009; Storch, et al., 2005).  They withdraw from current 

friendships because relational aggression, more so than overt, creates low satisfaction with 
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relationships.  This especially affects adolescents with high expectations of social support, 

mutual trust and loyalty (Gini, 2008).  Without the support of friends, negative effects intensify 

(Ellis & Zarbatany, 2007; Storch, et al., 2005).  Victims fear future incidences and are always on 

edge, waiting for the next incident (Boulton, et al., 2008; Laurence Owens, Slee, et al., 2000).  

They also anticipate their peers will have negative statements to say about them (Storch, et al., 

2005).  After experiencing relational aggression, depressed affect has been shown to correlate 

with a negative worldview in girls (Heilbron, et al., 2008).  One interpretation of this finding is 

that the victims now believe everyone around them is disparaging them, resulting in a continuous 

feeling of dread.  Adolescents already engage in egocentric thinking where all attention is 

focused upon them (Elkind, 1967).  Relational aggression preys upon this aspect of the personal 

fable.  

Fear of future aggression can predict a disruption in concentration at school (Boulton, et 

al., 2008).  Victims avoid negative situations by cutting classes, thus creating further negative 

effects in regards to academic performance.  Researchers have posited that social anxiety 

distracts adolescents from schoolwork (Hoglund, 2007), resulting in lower grades and loss of 

learning opportunities (Schwartz, Gorman, Dodge, Pettit, & Bates, 2008; Storch, et al., 2005).  

Many students also report not attending classes out of fear and may move out of the school 

district to keep rumors from following them where they next attend (Laurence Owens, Slee, et 

al., 2000).  Continual relational aggression not only effects school performance, but can 

contribute to psycho-social adjustment issues, such as avoiding social interaction. 

 Victims internalize the negative treatment they receive, a risk more strongly associated 

with relational, than overt, aggression (Hoglund, 2007).  Individuals begin to believe the 

negative comments, which changes the way they view themselves.  Internalization may present 



 

 

 

16 

itself as a physical ailment (Abada, et al., 2008; Nadeem & Graham, 2005; Peskin, et al., 2007).  

Another outcome is low self-esteem, which in turn, can act as a mediator between victimization 

and poor academic performance and psycho-social adjustment (Lopez & DuBois, 2005).  

Another outcome of victimization is depression (Gomes, et al., 2009; Klomek, et al., 2008; 

Nadeem & Graham, 2005).  One survey found the likelihood of depression increased with 

reports of victimization (Abada, et al., 2008).  Furthermore, experiencing any type of aggression, 

and also internalizing this, can result in more drastic effects, such as self-harm (Barker, et al., 

2008; Dyer & Teggart, 2007) and suicidality (Klomek, et al., 2008; Nickerson & Slater, 2009; 

Laurence Owens, Slee, et al., 2000).  All of the aforementioned effects are shown to increase in 

bully-victim individuals (Barker, et al., 2008; Klomek, et al., 2008; Laurence Owens, Slee, et al., 

2000; Peskin, et al., 2007).  The long-term effects of relational aggression have not been 

thoroughly investigated.  

 A gap in the literature exists in regards to longitudinal research methods.  Studies 

typically address a singular event or investigate one year in primary or secondary school.  

However, in their longitudinal study, Abada, Hou, and Ram (2008) measured initial harassment 

and then documented the effects three years later.  Few studies of relational aggression with 

college students exist, perhaps because this type of aggression is associated with adolescents.  

However, one study looked at relational aggressors in college and found them to possess severe 

psycho-social adjustment difficulties, from bulimic tendencies to depression and an antisocial 

personality (Werner & Crick, 1999).  Whether these outcomes resulted from negative peer 

reactions, or were an initial cause of relational aggression, is unclear.  Aggressors are usually 

either loved or hated by their peers (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Werner & Crick, 1999).  In a 

college survey, former female victims reported increased numbers of sexual partners by college 
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and lost their virginity at an earlier average age (Gallup, et al., 2009).  However, a reflective self-

report is not as reliable as periodic questioning over a number of years.    

Various elements compound or mediate the effects of relational aggression, and 

researchers cannot discern between initial and aggravating symptoms.  As the outcomes and 

maladaptive coping strategies are understood, more research on intervention strategies is needed.  

Suggestions for interventions will take into account hypothesized causes and effects.   
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Chapter Four:  

Interventions 

 Intervention techniques for relational aggression represent a gap in the literature, 

with few programs being used in schools and even fewer being tested for validity.  Mediation is a 

popular method in schools for conflict resolution and suggested by many in the literature as a 

solution for managing relational aggression without supporting research (Stomfay-Stitz & 

Wheeler, 2007).  Victims will not want to participate because confronting the aggressor can 

escalate an intense situation (James & Owens, 2005).  Letendre (2007) takes the relational aspect 

of relational aggression into consideration and combines mediation with the added support of 

friends or peer mentors in the room.  She also suggests a psycho-educational approach for 

victims, a tactic mentioned by others, teaching assertiveness and coping mechanisms through 

discussion and role play (Dyer & Teggart, 2007; Underwood, 2004).  Another outreach proposed 

was teaching mindfulness, a technique where the individual is acutely aware of thoughts and 

feelings and can calmly evaluate the causes and consequences of their reactions (Birnbaum, 

2005).  Other researchers suggest eliminating anxiety and stress, but do not proffer specific 

techniques. (Boulton, Trueman, & Murray, 2008; Hoglund, 2007).  

  Depression screenings should be conducted for those involved in bullying situations, 

since both the aggressor and the victim are at risk for suicidality, and school staff need to know 

warning signs (Klomek, et al., 2008; Nickerson & Slater, 2009).  As schools attempt to correct 

the problem of “mean girls,” Chesney-Lind, Morash, and Irwin (2007) caution against a program 

centering on punishment.  These authors see this approach as overly controlling, unproductive 

and a waste of resources, and would rather schools use empowerment as the focus.  Adolescent 

girls already have resources to cope with conflict and need the knowledge to utilize this skill set.  
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 Research has found numerous examples of adolescent girls consciously and 

unconsciously using their friends as a support system, especially to moderate the negative effects 

of relational aggression (Abada, Hou, & Ram, 2008; James & Owens, 2005; Laurence Owens, 

Slee, et al., 2000; Schwartz, Gorman, Dodge, Pettit, & Bates, 2008; Storch, et al., 2005).  

Unfortunately, as stated earlier, social anxiety can inhibit the ability to create and maintain 

relationships (Ranta, et al., 2009; Scholte, et al., 2009).  In addition, if the individual‟s peer 

group contains aggressive girls, relationship bonds suffer, and the positive effect is canceled out 

(Gini, 2008; Schwartz, et al., 2008).  Adolescent girls already use social support as a coping 

mechanism (Ellis & Zarbatany, 2007; Remillard & Lamb, 2005; Storch, et al., 2005)and a 

systems theory can build on this technique. 

 Research suggestions, combined with the known value of social support, can be 

incorporated with Murray Bowen‟s (1988)family systems theory to create an outline for school 

administration.  Psycho-educational approaches can teach students the Bowenian principles of 

differentiation, regulation of anxiety, and the building of dyads (Bowen & Kerr, 1988).  

Mindfulness and assertiveness training are methods which can increase differentiation and lead 

to a healthy balance of intimacy, boundaries and independence in friendships (Birnbaum, 2005).  

Relaxation techniques to alleviate social phobia are compatible with the regulation of anxiety 

(Letendre, 2007).  Students will focus on open and direct contact in their relationships, without 

gossiping about issues with a third party.  Building dyads will help girls form and maintain 

relationships, which can mitigate the effects of relational aggression, and the technique will teach 

girls how to rationally handle conflict.  
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Using a family systems theory perspective to intervene  

Bowen family systems theory has been suggested for or practiced in multiple contexts 

outside marriage and family counseling, from religious congregations to Native American 

communities to medical practices (Friedman, 1985; Glasscock & Hales, 1998; O'Connell, 1985).  

Bowen started out with six concepts originally, including triangling and differentiation of self 

(Bowen & Kerr, 1988).  Taking into account the possible causes, effects, and proposed 

interventions, Bowenian concepts can be incorporated into a school program.  Interventions will 

focus on reducing anxiety, strengthening dyads between friends, and coaching girls to increase 

differentiation.  These techniques are meant to increase self-esteem, teach assertiveness, relieve 

anxiety, and to educate adolescent girls on how to build and maintain healthy relationships.  

Many adolescents consider their close peer group to be a primary source of support and 

highly value their friendships (Abada, et al., 2008; Shulman, et al., 1995).  Friends become a 

substitute for family in the teenage years when girls withdraw from their parents as a sole source 

of support.  Systems theory looks at the family as an emotional unit.  The dysfunctional family 

will concentrate on a member instead of the group as a whole, a parallel to the “blame the 

victim” concept.  This view can be applied to peer groups as well.  (Bowen & Kerr, 1988).  A 

change in one part of the system leads to changes in other parts.  The goal in therapy is to teach 

the family strategies so they can work through future issues without outside help.  Counselors 

can utilize psychoeducation, in the form of group presentation, to enable girls to handle 

relationship difficulties on their own, especially since direct intervention from school 

administration could make victims more of a target and result in the opposite intended effect.  

Additionally, counselors should take the nature of the system into consideration, such as the 
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preference for equilibrium (Bowen, 1966).  The student should be informed that her attempt at 

differentiation could be met with resistance and increased relational aggression. 

Another approach is coaching adolescent girls toward differentiation in order to feel 

comfortable as individuals, but still close with their peers (Birnbaum, 2005; Peleg-Popko, 2002).  

Differentiation can be seen as an emotional maturity where a girl separates herself from her 

group without becoming isolated (Bowen, 1974).  Differentiation is first demonstrated within the 

family and a high level is negatively correlated with social anxiety, especially a fear of negative 

evaluation (Peleg-Popko, 2002).  However, a low level of differentiation with high conflict can 

lead to increased group involvement and conformity, or fusing (Shulman, et al., 1995).  This 

concept works in moderation, and too much or too little distance can have negative implications 

(see page 23 for examples). Undifferentiated individuals also tend to be highly anxious in social 

situations (Bowen, 1966) and counselors can use presentations on emotional regulation to lower 

anxiety in individual girls.   

A fused adolescent girl will seek out and cling to friendships, a behavior which others 

perceive as annoying, and could contribute to her being a scapegoat in a peer group.  Fused 

individuals are especially sensitive to negative evaluation, so the negative effects such as 

internalization, social phobia, depression, and suicidality have the potential to increase (Peleg-

Popko, 2002).  A fused adolescent girl can also look like a bully, someone whose communication 

skills are lacking (Bowen, 1966).  Therefore, all adolescent girls will benefit from role-playing 

the expression of their wants and needs and standing up for themselves.   

In a time-effective group setting, the students can practice with one another in taking an 

“I-position” in conversations (Peleg-Popko, 2002).  For example, instead of saying, “You are so 

annoying when you talk about boys,” a girl could emphasize her individual feelings - 
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“Sometimes I want to hear from you about other stuff besides boys.”  The anxiety exacerbates 

existing concerns and any technique will work in tandem with differentiation to alleviate psycho-

social issues (Bowen, 1974).  The school can incorporate yoga into physical education classes or 

mindfulness techniques could be taught in the health classroom.  Mindfulness involves being 

present and aware of one‟s surroundings, communications and cognitive processes (Brown, 

Ryan, & Creswell, 2007).  Research has shown the possible benefits are increased differentiation 

and attention to social situations and reduced aggression and negative affect, all positive 

outcomes for both aggressors and victims (Barnes, Brown, Krusemark, Campbell, & Rogge, 

2007; Birnbaum, 2005; Broderick, 2005; Heppner, et al., 2008).   

Girls often gossip about one another to their friends, creating interlocking triangles of 

relationships.  Bowen‟s (1966) approach of detriangling is a suitable social strategy because it 

concentrates on strengthening dyadic relationships within the system.  Role-playing could again 

be utilized to practice speaking to peers directly about concerns rather than involving a third 

party.  Open and honest communication is the basis for this systems-based intervention. 

These theoretical concepts can be practically incorporated into a health or physical 

education curriculum and taught by counselors or teachers.  Focusing on the individual and 

healthy living, rather than groups of friends, would be an advantage to the school.  Students may 

dismiss an anti-bullying program forced upon them by school administration and more readily 

see the benefits of this educational approach.  Initially developed for family therapy, Bowen 

family systems theory translates easily to the adolescent peer group in regards to group structure 

and interventions. 
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Figure 1.  Scale of Differentiation 

Response 
Example 

"have given up on 
relationships"; 
"emotionally needy 
and highly reactive to 
others" 

"able to 
maintain a 
sufficient 
system of 
dependent 
relationships
," but 
emotional 
and social 
"dysfunction 
tends to be 
chronic and 
severe" if 
environment 
is not 
optimal 

"highly 
suggestible 
and quick 
to imitate 
others to 
gain 
acceptance
"; cannot 
distinguish 
between 
emotions 
and 
opinions 

"feelings remain 
highly influential 
on their 
functioning," but 
have capacity 
for 
differentiation 

"when 
under 
stress, 
tend to 
develop 
neurotic 
problems
," but 
have a 
concrete 
sense of 
self 

"have 
fairly well-
defined 
opinions 
and 
beliefs," 
but "are 
still so 
responsiv
e to the 
relationshi
p system 
that they 
hesitate to 
say what 
they 
believe" 

"free to 
participate 
in highly 
emotional 
situations 
knowing 
they can 
extricate 
themselve
s with 
logical 
reasoning 
when the 
need 
arises" 

"can respect the 
identity of another 
without becoming 
critical or emotionally 
involved in trying to 
modify the life course 
of another" 
"realistically aware of 
his dependence on 
man and is free to 
enjoy relationships" 

Level 
NO 

DIFFERENTIATON     

Some 
Differentiation       

HIGH 
DIFFERENTIATON 
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Conclusion 

 Research and media have drawn attention to the fact that girls are frequently aggressive, 

albeit often in a different manner than boys.  The deleterious effects are outlined in numerous 

studies and a culture that rewards girls with popularity for practicing relational aggression will 

unlikely change in the near future.  Research is needed to determine the course of action schools 

and counselors can utilize to curb the negative effects of relational aggression.  School staff need 

the ability to elicit information from victims or witnesses and should create an environment 

where students feel comfortable sharing personal information.  College counselors can also 

benefit from knowledge about the effects of relational aggression.  

 In general, there is a dearth of longitudinal studies in this area. Research should follow 

subjects from adolescence into college, the workplace and adulthood, to more accurately 

ascertain the long-term effects of relational aggression.  Tracking individuals will reveal 

manifestations in adulthood and productive coping mechanisms.  Counselors in universities can 

avail themselves of this information to identify and assist victims and bully-victims.  Victims, as 

young adults, may have trouble adjusting to dorm life, interviewing for a job, or keeping up with 

coursework.  Another emerging area of research is that of cyber-bullying and digital abuse. 

 Further, more research is needed on technology‟s effect on social interactions that will 

then inform how counselors and teachers can intervene effectively.  Evidence of the heightened 

negative effects of cyber-bullying could secure funding for prevention programs in schools.  The 

online realm is more familiar to adolescents than adults, who will have to learn new skills for 

oversight purposes and to understand aggression in an online context.  Many worry that digital 

use increases connection while decreasing empathy.  Due to a lack of empathy, teenagers cannot 

comprehend the impact of their actions, which are unconsciously amplified in cyberspace. 
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 Principles of Murray Bowen‟s family systems theory assist in developing empathy and 

the ability to be close with others while remaining an individual.  Adolescents tend to distance 

themselves from their families and, instead, acquire support from their particular peer group.  A 

peer group functions as a system and contains similarities to the family in terms of attachment, 

feedback loops, conflict, and interdependence.  Adolescents who learn differentiation can create 

and maintain healthy friendships which are neither fused nor distant.  Girls will not feel 

compelled to follow the crowd or isolate themselves after an incident of relational aggression.  In 

addition, Bowenian theory concentrates on handling conflict rationally and controlling the social 

anxiety prompted by interaction.   

 Finally, schools can incorporate the skills learned from systems theory into an anti-

bullying curriculum, health class, or empowerment program for girls.  Relational aggression may 

remain a part, perhaps even an essential function, of adolescent girls‟ relationships.  However, by 

increasing girls‟ self-esteem and giving them the knowledge to successfully navigate social 

territory, schools can attenuate the effects of relational aggression and prevent suicides.  Changes 

in each individual can reshape the system in its entirety.  Using research and the lived experience 

of adolescent girls, the secondary school culture could be transformed, one girl at a time.
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