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Hostile attribution of intent (HAI) is a social information processing pattern that 

reflects a distorted interpretation of ambiguous social situations as overly negative, 

personal, and aggressive, leading to further aggression. Previous research has 

documented the existence of HAI in connection with relational aggression among 

adolescent girls, but little is known about the role of HAI and physical aggression in this 

population. This qualitative study explored the experiences of adolescent girls involved in 

physical fights with another girl in order to determine the types of provocation that led to 

physical aggression. Participants were 11 girls, ages 15 to 17 years, and 7 parent 

participants of the girls. School disciplinary records were used to identify participants for 

the study. All girls who had a disciplinary record for engaging in a physical fight with 

another female student were invited to participate. A semi-structured interview was 

conducted, and the parents were given a single-question survey related to socioeconomic 

status. Data were analyzed using Consensual Qualitative Research as described by Hill, 

Thompson, and Williams (1997). The study participants reported that relational 
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provocations, such as “talking mess” and “mean mugging,” led to physical aggression. 

They also noted that the type of help offered by adults to reduce conflict was not 

effective. Many participants reported receiving messages from adults implying it was 

acceptable to fight, provided that the participant won the fight. Finally, participants 

reported that disrespect is an acceptable and expected reason to get into a physical fight.  
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

 

Human aggression has been a subject of interest for centuries and a focus of 

inquiry and research in psychology for decades. Two major theories of aggression are 

frustration–aggression theory, describing aggression as due to frustrated goals (Dollard, 

Doob, Miller, Mowrer, and Sears’s,1939, as cited in Eron, 1994), and social learning 

theory, which describes aggression as a learned behavior (Bandura, Ross &Ross,1961; 

Baron & Richardson, 1994; Dodge, 2006; Eron, 1994). Both theories explain aggression 

as a response to an individual’s environment or experience but the two theories differ in 

their explanations of what specifically leads to aggressive behavior. Frustration-

aggression theory and social learning theory were integrated by Konrad Lorenz (1966), 

who postulated that aggression can be split into two forms: predation, where aggression is 

a goal-directed behavior, and frenzied anger, where aggression is an emotional, defensive 

response. 

Physical Aggression Prevalence 

Aggression is a long standing concern in the adult population, but adolescent 

aggression is a major concern as well. Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) data suggest 

a disproportionate increase in overall juvenile arrest rates in the last 10 years (Buzawa & 

Hirschel, 2010). However, since 1975, the only violent offense to increase is assault 

(Males, 2010). In 2007, there were an estimated 409,200 juvenile delinquency cases in 

which the most serious charge was a crime against a person. Person offenses are crimes 
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such as assault, rape, homicide, or robbery, or crimes involving force or the threat of 

force (Hockenberry, 2010). In 1985, there were 184,100 juvenile crimes against persons. 

The 2007 rates of juvenile person offenses are a 122% increase over the 1985 statistics 

(Hockenberry, 2010).  

Although recent research on aggression in adolescent girls has focused more on 

relational aggression than on physical aggression, physical aggression among girls is an 

area for concern (Crothers, Field, & Kolbert, 2005; Murray-Close, Ostrov, & Crick, 

2007). According to Buzawa and Hirschel (2010), FBI data suggest that there has been a 

disproportionate increase in overall juvenile arrest rates in the last 10 years. Girls 

comprise 29.1% of the juvenile arrests and are increasingly likely to be incarcerated for 

violent offenses against another person (Chesney-Lind, 2010). In 2006, girls’ arrests for 

“other assaults” increased by 18.7%, whereas boys’ arrest rates for the same crime 

decreased by 4.3%. Between 1985 and 2002, girls’ arrest rates for person offenses 

increased 202% (Chesney-Lind, 2010). The largest increase was found in simple assaults, 

and girls commit a higher proportion of simple assaults than do boys (Buzawa & 

Hirschel, 2010). Some authors (e.g., Fontaine, Salzer-Burks, & Dodge, 2002; Leschied, 

Cummings, Van Brunschot, Cunningham, & Saunders, 2001) have argued that girls are 

more likely to be punished for physical aggression because society deems violent 

behavior in girls unacceptable. In any case, this increase in aggressive behavior by girls 

suggests a need for a better understanding of how girls interpret and respond to 

experiences. 
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Among girls, there has been a 121% increase in arrests for simple assault and a 

257% increase in arrests for aggravated assault between 1980 and 2000 (Chesney-Lind, 

Morash, & Irwin, 2010). These increases in arrest rates have lead to increased media 

focus on girls and aggression and suggest the need for research to focus on aggression in 

adolescent girls. Although there is sparse information about girls, there is a large body of 

research about physical aggression in boys, which offers some background for examining 

the general problem of physical aggression in adolescents. 

Hostile Attribution of Intent 

The majority of research on aggression in adolescents has focused on physical 

aggression in boys, including studies of how social information processing mechanisms, 

such as hostile attribution of intent (HAI), contribute to aggressive responses in boys 

(Dodge & Frame, 1982; Dodge, Price, Bachorowski, & Newman, 1990; Dodge & 

Somberg, 1987). Over the last 20 years, research has shown that physically aggressive 

boys have a tendency to attribute hostile intent to peers when placed in ambiguous 

situations that result in negative outcomes (Dodge & Frame, 1982; Dodge et al., 1990; 

Dodge & Somberg, 1987; Orobio de Castro, Merk, Koops, Veerman, & Bosch, 2005). 

For example, if a science project is destroyed while a boy is out of the room, or if a peer 

spills milk down his back during lunch, a boy with hostile attribution bias assumes that 

the intent of the peer was hostile, and he elects a physically aggressive response such as 

shoving or punching. 

Although most adolescent aggression research examining HAI has focused on 

boys, research has found gender differences in aggression with adults and with children. 
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According to the literature, adult males and females do not find the same types of 

situations provoking of an aggressive response, and when provoked, they respond with 

different types and levels of aggressive behavior (Baron & Richardson, 1994; Geen, 

1998). Among children and adolescents, research has found that boys are likely to engage 

in physical aggression; girls, in relational aggression, such as gossip or social isolation 

(Campbell, 1993; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Geen, 1998). In summary, the majority of 

adolescent aggression research has focused on boys, and boys and girls find different 

situations provoking of aggressive behavior -- they engage in different types of 

aggression. It is important at this time to explore the causes and types of aggressive 

behaviors for girls. Relational aggression is one likely starting point for an investigation 

of this topic. 

Relational Aggression and Hostile Attribution of Intent 

Relational aggression has been the major focus of recent literature relating to girls 

(e.g., Crick, Grotpeter, & Bigbee, 2002), and HAI has been found in relationally 

aggressive girls in response to ambiguous provocations. For example, when a relationally 

aggressive girl overhears two of her friends talking about a party that she has not been 

invited to, she assumes that they intended to exclude her and responds with relational 

aggression, such as malicious gossip or social alienation. This response illustrates the 

general finding that relationally aggressive girls display HAI but are generally less likely 

to respond with physical aggression than are boys (Dodge & Tomlin, 1987; Steinberg & 

Dodge, 1983). Thus, aggressive adolescent girls also display HAI but respond differently 

than aggressive adolescent boys. 
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When examining HAI and aggressive behavior in girls, there appears to be a gap 

in the literature. Orobio de Castro, Veerman, Koops, Bosch, and Monshower (2002) 

noted that because research on physical aggression in adolescents has focused so heavily 

on boys, little is known about how or why girls choose physically aggressive responses. 

Studies that include children or adolescents of both sexes often lack a sufficient number 

of female participants to run appropriate statistical tests, and authors of studies with male-

only samples note the need to replicate their findings with a sample that includes females 

(Crick & Dodge, 1996; Dodge et al., 1990). In their meta-analysis of HAI and aggressive 

behavior, Orobio de Castro et al. (2002) noted the “relative absence of studies that 

included girls” and suggested that, because of the underrepresentation of girls in the 

research, it was not possible “to conclude that the relation between hostile attribution of 

intent and aggression is the same in girls as in boys” (p. 929). 

What has not yet been explored in the literature is what types of situations lead to 

physical aggression in girls. The majority of studies on HAI and physical aggression in 

girls used the same or similar scenarios as were used in the studies exploring this issue in 

boys. However, as discussed earlier, there may be gender differences in how boys and 

girls respond to the scenarios (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995), with research suggesting that 

boys are more likely to be angered by affronts to their physical person and pride, whereas 

girls are angered by actions that harm their intimate relationships with others (Crick, 

Bigbee, & Howes, 1996). It is possible that girls can be provoked into physical 

aggression but that the provocation arises out of a relational situation rather than a 

physical situation. It is important to give girls the opportunity to describe their 
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experiences of physical aggression and to explain how and why they engaged in this 

behavior. 

Socio-Cultural Information 

According to Quinones-Rosado (2002), the term Hispanic refers to the impact of 

the Spanish language and culture upon people who lived in nations colonized by Spain. 

Latino/Latina refers to people from former Spanish colonies in Latin America and 

therefore encompasses people from South America, Central America, and Mexico 

(Quinones-Rosado, 2002). Previous research has found that for some individuals the use 

of the Hispanic or Latina label can symbolize a loss of identity as it ignores the 

individual’s country of origin and removes any reference to nationality (Quinones-

Rosado, 2002).  

Because the majority of participants in the current study identified as 

Hispanic/Latina a brief overview of Latino culture is provided to add additional 

background information about the participants’ cultural framework. However, as noted 

previously the terms “Hispanic” and “Latino” cover a wide range of countries of origin, 

so it is important to note that what is true for the culture of one country, may not be true 

for another. For the purposes of this study, a general overview of Latino culture is 

provided given that it is the participants’ specific countries of origin are unknown.  

Latinos are the largest and fastest growing ethnic group in the United States. If the 

number of Hispanics in America continues to grow as expected, by the year 2100 they 

will comprise roughly half the U.S. population (Garcia-Preto, 2005). According to the 

2010 U.S. Census there were 9,460,921 “Hispanics” in Texas who comprise 38% of the 
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state population and 15,684,640 “Non-Hispanics” who comprise 62% of the state 

population. However, these numbers do not reflect those who enter the state illegally or 

remain undocumented (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2010).  

Historically, Latinos have faced a great deal of conquest, oppression, and a 

struggle for liberation. The power in the United States is held by White European 

Americans and Latinos have experienced generations of social oppression (Garcia-Preto, 

2005). The United States is seen as a land of opportunity, but once here Latinos often 

perceive the American culture as dismissive of their color, language, and culture. In an 

attempt to protect their identity and self-esteem, many Latinos become resistant to 

acculturation (Garcia-Preto, 2005). Many Latinos are considered “transnational” as they 

maintain multiple relationships (familial, economic, religious, etc.) across various 

countries (Falicov 2005, Garcia-Preto, 2005). Latinos who immigrate to the U.S. often 

find it extremely difficult to gain access to resources and poverty becomes a way of life. 

They often live in substandard housing and struggle to find jobs (Garcia-Preto, 2005). 

Lack of fluency in English further limits Latinos employment opportunities and relegates 

them to low-level, unskilled jobs which can also impact self-esteem (Grow, 2004, 

Falicov, 2005).  

Within families, Latinos tend to value family unity, welfare and honor. They 

place a strong emphasis on the family above the individual and the family often includes 

many people not related by blood or marriage (Garcia-Preto, 2005). Latinos traditionally 

display a respect for authority that can keep them from speaking out or demanding their 

rights and they are hesitant to seek help from outside the family unit (Garcia-Preto, 
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2005). These cultural values can impact Latinos willingness to seek and accept services.  

 The stresses of immigration and acculturation can have a significant impact on 

Latinos and many are struggling with a tremendous sense of loss related to immigration. 

They are fighting to balance the strengths and values of their old culture with the 

opportunities and values of the U.S. culture (Garcia-Preto, 2005). This is especially 

salient for the children of Latino immigrants, as adolescents in particular tend to be more 

acculturated than their parents and conflict often arises when their parents attempt to 

impose the more conservative traditional values of the Latino culture (Garcia-Preto, 

2005).  

 Latino culture tends to have a very patriarchal view of gender roles and children are 

expected to show respect to both their parents. Falicov (2005) notes that within the parent 

child relationship, the parent has very high status and parenting practices may include 

“punishment, shaming, belittling, deception, promises and threats…in response to 

children’s misbehavior” (p. 235). Additional problems can arise when children take on 

adult responsibility due to their parents’ lack of English fluency. As noted by Falicov 

(2005):  

Gender and generational dilemmas occur when wives remain isolated in their 
homes and do not learn English, or when children serve as intermediaries 
with the institutions of the United States, situations that may eventually 
weaken parental authority and compound generational tensions having to do 
with language and culture (p. 231). 

 
The cycle of poverty and social oppression experienced by Latinos can cause 

feelings of shame and failure as Latinos struggle to accomplish their goals and improve 

their lives. Due to the cycle of poverty, Latinos are often forced to become less 
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emotionally and financially supportive of family members which leads to familial 

resentment and an increased sense of social isolation (Garcia-Preto, 2005). Conflict can 

develop between children who are more acculturated and their parents who continue to 

esteem the more conservative cultural values of the family’s country of origin.  

The purpose of the present study is to gather data from girls regarding their 

experiences with physically aggressive behavior, such as what started the fight; how 

friends, family, and school personnel reacted; and how girls decide it would be 

acceptable or unacceptable to fight. It is important to explore the reasons girls engage in 

physical violence and the types of situations and provocations that lead to physically 

aggressive behavior, since the available research literature in this area is sparse and 

inconclusive. The present study will also explore family and peer reactions to girls’ 

physically aggressive behavior, and it is hoped that the researcher will be able to identify 

themes in the girls’ stories allowing for improved understanding of what provokes girls 

into a physically aggressive response. This information would be used to better inform 

mental health professionals, law enforcement representatives, and school officials in 

creating policies and interventions to aid in teaching coping skills and, ultimately, 

preventing future violence. 

The first part of this document includes a brief overview of two theories of 

aggression followed by what is known in the literature about social information 

processing mechanisms—particularly HAI, as well as the reading of social cues—in 

physically aggressive boys and girls. Next is a discussion of the impact of peer rejection 

and beliefs about aggression. Gender differences in aggression and types of aggression 
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are then examined, and relational aggression in children, and specifically in adolescent 

girls, is explored. Finally, a study is described that details the experiences of girls who 

have been involved in a physical fight. It is hypothesized that the interview data will 

provide information regarding situations and provocations that lead to physically 

aggressive behavior among girls, which will in turn be used to create policies and 

interventions with the hope of preventing aggressive behavior. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Literature Review 

 

Theories of Aggression: Frustration–Aggression Model and Social Learning Theory 

According to Dodge (2006), there are two major theories of human aggression. 

The first is the frustration–aggression theory by Dollard et al. (1939, as cited in Dodge, 

2006), which describes aggression as “an automatic hostile reaction to perceived 

frustration” in which “the key element is hostility” (Dodge, 2006, p. 796). The second 

theory is Bandura et al.’s (1961) social learning theory, which states that aggressive 

behavior is a learned behavior that is closely governed by rules and that, over time, is 

controlled by its consequences (Dodge, 2006). 

In 1939, Dollard and colleagues (as cited in Eron, 1994) published their 

monograph, Frustration and Aggression, which acknowledged the instinctual biological 

basis for aggression but also considered aggression from a behavioral perspective with a 

Freudian influence. Freudian theory states that seeking pleasure and avoiding pain are 

basic human goals. When these goals are blocked, frustration results (Eron, 1994). This 

idea led to Dollard’s theory that a frustrated individual, whose goals have been thwarted, 

will respond with “an instigation toward aggression” (Baron & Richardson, 1994, p. 21). 

This theory views aggression as goal oriented and implies that the intent of aggression is 

to injure another. In the frustration–aggression theory, frustration will always lead to 
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some type of aggression, and the enactment of aggressive behavior indicates that the 

individual was experiencing frustration (Baron & Richardson, 1994; Eron, 1994). 

Baron and Richardson (1994) noted that frustration–aggression theory also 

involves the strength of instigation to aggression, which includes three important factors: 

(1) how satisfied a person expects to be upon reaching a goal; (2) the amount of 

interference experienced; and (3) the number of times the response is frustrated. So, the 

more satisfied an individual expects to be, the more interference he or she experiences, 

and the more responses that are blocked, the more likely he or she is to respond with 

aggression. This suggests that the impact of frustration can persist over time and can 

affect the instigation to aggression (Baron & Richardson, 1994). 

Dollard et al. (1939, cited in Eron, 1994) acknowledged that all frustration does 

not lead to aggressive behavior. Overt aggression can be inhibited by the threat of 

punishment, but this threat does not inhibit the instigation to aggression (Baron & 

Richardson, 1994). According to frustration–aggression theory, the threat of punishment 

may cause an individual to choose not to engage in aggressive behavior, but the 

motivation to aggress remains. This response frustration may result in displaced 

aggression, where the frustrated individual becomes aggressive with someone who is 

associated with a less severe threat of punishment (Baron & Richardson, 1994). 

Over time, scholars considered frustration–aggression theory too broad in scope 

to be able to explain all aggressive behavior, but the theory became a foundation for 

further aggression research (Baron & Richardson, 1994). Hypotheses that were not 
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supported by the theory led to a new theory of aggression based on Bandura et al.’s 

(1961) social learning theory (Eron, 1994).  

According to Bandura et al.’s theory, aggression is not directed from within the 

individual, but rather cues in the external environment can lead to aggressive behavior. 

Eron quotes Bandura et al. as saying that aggression is “learned and maintained through 

environmental experiences either directly or vicariously and that learning of aggression is 

controlled by reinforcement contingencies and punishment in a fashion similar to the 

learning of any new behaviors” (1994, p. 5). Social learning theory states that aggressive 

behavior is maintained and repeated because the environment reinforces it. Extinguishing 

of aggression occurs only when the environment ceases to reinforce the aggressive 

behavior (Eron, 1994). 

According to social learning theory, direct experience or witnessing aggression is 

one way for individuals to learn aggressive behavior. When a person engages in an 

aggressive act that is reinforced, the likelihood of that behavior being repeated increases, 

and the individual learns that aggressive behavior can lead to a beneficial outcome 

(Bandura, 1979; Baron & Richardson, 1994). Observational learning plays a large and 

extremely influential role in the acquisition of aggressive responses. Bandura’s research 

demonstrated that children and adults learn new types of aggressive behavior just by 

observing the behavior of others (Baron & Richardson, 1994). According to Bandura, 

aggressive behavior is modeled and reinforced by three main sources: family members, 

subculture or community, and the media. Television and films model new forms of 

aggressive behavior while also desensitizing people to violence and loosening restraints 
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on aggression (Bandura, 1979; Baron & Richardson, 1994). Research findings also 

indicate that children who grow up in abusive families or in violent neighborhoods tend 

to use aggressive tactics in their interactions with others because they have learned that 

aggressive behavior is acceptable and that it is often seen as a valuable skill that is 

socially rewarded (Bandura, 1979; Baron & Richardson, 1994). 

Dodge (2006) asserted that in 1966, Konrad Lorenz was able to bridge the gap 

between the frustration–aggression theory and the social learning theory of aggression by 

examining aggressive behavior in numerous species and noting a distinction between 

“cold blooded predation and frenzied anger” (p. 796). Lorenz noted that predation is a 

goal-directed behavior that is devoid of emotion, whereas frenzied anger is an emotional, 

defensive response to threat or frustration (Dodge, 2006; Lorenz, 1966). This theory 

argues that for humans, the emotional, reactive form of aggression is an instinctive 

response to provocation, whereas the predatory form of aggression is learned through 

reinforcement (Dodge, 2006; Lorenz, 1966). In this way, Lorenz’s theory encapsulates 

portions of both the frustration–aggression and social learning theories. Lorenz’s 

influence is seen in the research on reactive and proactive aggression, which is discussed 

below. 

Social Information Processing—Influence on Aggression 

Hostile Attribution of Intent 

Physical aggression in children and adolescents has been a subject of research for 

many years. The majority of that research has focused on physically aggressive boys, 

including studies of how social information processing mechanisms, such as HAI, 
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contribute to physically aggressive responses in boys (Dodge & Frame, 1982; Dodge 

et al., 1990; Dodge & Somberg, 1987; Orobio de Castro et al., 2005). Dodge’s research 

indicates that physically aggressive children behave aggressively because they tend to 

attribute hostile intent to peers when placed in ambiguous situations that result in 

negative outcomes. This HAI is seen when the physically aggressive child misinterprets 

or distorts the intentions of a peer. Over the last 20 years, research has shown that 

physically aggressive boys who perceive a peer’s behavior as having a hostile intent are 

likely to respond with physical aggression, particularly when the peer’s behavior results 

in a negative outcome (Dodge, 1980; Orobio de Castro et al., 2002). For example, if a 

physically aggressive boy’s puzzle is destroyed when he leaves it alone with a peer, or a 

peer bumps into him in the hall, the physically aggressive boy assumes that the peer’s 

intent was hostile and responds with physical aggression. 

Boys who are identified by teachers and peers as physically aggressive are not 

only more likely to attribute hostile motives to a peer instigator when involved in an 

ambiguous or hostile situation with a negative outcome, but also have been found to be 

more likely than nonaggressive peers to select a physically aggressive response when 

involved in an ambiguous or hostile situation with a negative outcome (Dodge & Price, 

1994; Dodge & Somberg, 1987). All children use social cues to assign intent to the 

behavior of others, but research suggests that physically aggressive boys may 

misinterpret the cues and infer hostile intent where there was none (Dodge, 1980; Dodge 

& Tomlin, 1987). Aggressive girls have also been found to display HAI, although 

aggressive boys are marginally more likely to make hostile attributions than are 
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aggressive girls (Steinberg & Dodge, 1983). Research has also shown that aggressive 

girls make hostile attributions in situations where the incident in question was clearly 

accidental, which has not been the case with boys (White, 1984). 

Use of Social Cues in Attribution of Intent and Response Selection 

The interpretation of social cues and a child’s interpretation of his or her peer’s 

intent affect the child’s selection of a behavioral response. There was a series of 

investigations by Dodge and colleagues that illuminated these patterns. First, Dodge and 

Frame (1982) reported that aggressive boys displayed selective recall. Aggressive boys 

tended to recall statements that had not been made and were more likely to remember 

hostile cues that led to biased attributions of intent. This same study found that aggressive 

boys displayed HAI only in situations where they were the recipients of the negative 

outcome. As observers of a situation where one peer directed the provocation toward 

another peer, aggressive boys made no HAI.  

Next, in a 1987 study by Dodge and Tomlin, aggressive boys and girls were less 

likely than nonaggressive peers to utilize the presented social cues when inferring the 

intent of a peer. When participants explained their decisions as part of the study, they 

showed that their current interpretations of events were based on past experiences and 

self-schemas, rather than on the actual cues. Their self-schemas led to HAI and a 

physically aggressive response (Dodge & Tomlin, 1987).  

As another example of the seminal work on HAI, Dodge and Somberg (1987) 

found that HAI and misreading of social cues increased during times of social anxiety 

and threat. When the participant felt threatened, their ability to correctly interpret social 
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cues was even further impaired, and the likelihood of attributing hostile intent increased. 

This inability to correctly read and recall the relevant social cues leads physically 

aggressive boys to attribute hostile intent to peers and to respond to that perceived 

hostility with physical aggression. In summary, children and adolescents with HAI 

misinterpret or distort their peers’ intentions and this contributes to the decision to 

respond with physically aggressive behavior. In addition to HAI, peer rejection is another 

strand in the research on aggression that is relevant to review. 

The Role of Peer Rejection in Creating a Cycle of Aggression 

Research indicates that both aggressive and nonaggressive boys respond with 

more aggression to openly hostile situations than to benign situations. However, 

aggressive and nonaggressive boys differ in their response to ambiguous situations. A 

nonaggressive boy will interpret his peer’s intent as benign, whereas an aggressive boy 

will react as though the peer’s intent was hostile (Dodge, 1980). Because aggressive boys 

respond to an ambiguous situation with aggression, they are more likely to face rejection 

from peers. Their aggressive behavior creates a cycle of aggression and rejection that 

becomes a pattern for their social interactions with peers (Dodge, 1980). Dodge and 

Frame (1982) reported that boys who were viewed by peers as highly aggressive were 

also the recipients of extremely high rates of HAI and aggression by peers, which 

supports the idea of a cycle of peer-directed aggression. That is, children known by their 

peers (i.e., friends or classmates) to be aggressive are more likely than nonaggressive 

children to be the targets of HAI and aggressive behavior, but aggressive children’s 

aggressive behavior occurs at a much higher rate than the rate at which they find 
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themselves to be the targets of aggression (Dodge & Frame, 1982; Steinberg & Dodge, 

1983). 

Another study by Dodge et al. (2003) found that early peer rejection predicted the 

growth of aggression in boys and girls who were predisposed to aggression. However, 

social information processing patterns partially mediated the effect of early peer rejection 

on later physical aggression. The researchers found that children who were able to 

correctly read social cues and respond accordingly were less likely to display later 

aggression, even if they had experienced early peer rejection. Children with social 

information processing deficits, such as HAI, tended to misread social cues and respond 

aggressively, which led to further peer rejection and increased physically aggressive 

behavior (Dodge et al., 2003).  

Overall, deficits in social information processing increased peer rejection, which 

then contributed to the cycle of aggression leading to further violence and social 

alienation.  When considering social information processing it is also important to 

explore individual beliefs about aggression.  

       The Impact of Beliefs About Aggression on Interpretation and Response 

Because the way in which an individual views physical aggression impacts how 

that individual interprets social cues and responds to a situation, aggressive behavior can 

be predicted by an individual’s beliefs about the behavior in several ways. Namely, the 

child’s belief about the legitimacy of the aggressive act, and the value placed on the 

anticipated outcome of that behavior (Crane-Ross, Tisak, & Tisak, 1998) are important 

considerations. Beliefs about aggression can also influence a child’s aggressive behavior 
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through the deficiencies in processing, such as HAI (Zelli, Dodge, Lochman, & Laird, 

1999). Zelli et al. reported that children who believed that aggressive retaliation was 

acceptable behavior were more likely than were children who did not find aggressive 

retaliation acceptable behavior to display deviant social information processing one year 

later and increased aggression two years later. 

Other research (Werner & Nixon, 2005) suggests that children who view 

aggression as acceptable may focus more heavily on the negative cues they receive from 

peers and therefore may attribute hostile intent to peer behavior, which results in the 

enactment of an aggressive response toward the peer. Regardless of how they view 

aggression in general, children do make moral distinctions between types of aggression. 

Murray-Close, Crick, and Galotti (2006) reported that elementary school children viewed 

physical aggression as more harmful and morally wrong than relational aggression. 

Interestingly, girls were likely to rate both physical and relational aggression as more 

wrong, and to rate relational aggression as more harmful, compared to boys. This finding, 

among other studies below, reveal interesting gender trends in the reasoning behind 

aggression, as well as the types of aggression that girls and boys display. 

Gender Differences in Cultural Acceptance of Aggression 

Although it is generally accepted in popular culture that boys are more aggressive 

than girls, research suggests that the gender differences in aggression are more complex 

than they first appear. There is evidence from adult research to suggest that the types of 

situations that provoke anger in women are different from those that provoke anger in 

men (Geen, 1998). Research shows that men are more angered by a physical attack and 



 

 20 

threats to self-esteem, whereas women are angered by condescending behavior and 

infidelity (Geen, 1998). These differences offer valuable information regarding the types 

of situations that should be studied when exploring aggression in boys and girls.  

In general, the findings suggest that using the same provocations for boys and 

girls may result in very different responses, not because girls are not aggressive, but 

rather because there are gender differences in the types of provocations that result in 

aggressive behavior. Men also tend to display greater aggression than women after a 

significant provocation, and gender differences have been found to be greater in physical 

aggression than in nonphysical forms of aggression (Baron & Richardson, 1994). 

Research findings suggest that boys and girls aggress in different ways—boys 

take toys from other children and engage in physical fights in order to gain power and 

recognition, whereas girls manipulate social relationships in order to isolate other 

children from the group (Campbell, 1993; Geen, 1998). A Finnish study found that 

physical aggression in boys decreased over time, whereas indirect aggression (e.g., social 

manipulation to exclude or isolate peers) and verbal aggression increased. In the same 

study, indirect aggression among girls remained the same. These findings suggest that 

male aggression did not diminish but rather changed forms as boys learned that physical 

aggression was less acceptable than indirect aggression (Geen, 1998). The same study 

also found that when men are targets of indirect aggression, attacks against them tend to 

appear rational and involve situations such as being unfairly evaluated at work. Among 

women, indirect aggression involves social manipulation, such as being the target of false 

rumors (Geen, 1998). 
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Geen (1998) noted that a large portion of the gender difference in aggression 

could be accounted for by beliefs about the negative consequences of aggression. 

Particularly in situations that involve physical aggression, women are less aggressive than 

men if they believe that their actions will result in harm to another, put themselves in 

danger, or cause extreme guilt or anxiety, whereas men are less likely to feel guilt or 

anxiety after behaving aggressively (Geen, 1998). These gender differences in beliefs 

about aggression influence how a person interprets social cues and decides to respond to 

a provocative situation. 

It is also important to note that gender is a social construct and that American 

culture values “manly” men and feminine women. “Real men” are seen as forceful and 

authoritative and hold a great deal of social power. It is therefore important to consider 

that children and adolescents may resort to violence in order to show dominance due to a 

lack of power -- that girls hold the least amount of power (Dichter, Cederbaum, & 

Teitelman, 2010). This lack of social power is also seen in how aggressive behavior is 

handled by law enforcement. One study found that when the victim is another juvenile, 

girls are most likely to be arrested in non-domestic cases where the victim is another girl 

(Buzawa & Hirshel, 2010). Violent behavior by girls is seen as socially unacceptable and 

may explain why girls have higher arrest rates than boys. Girls have less social power 

than boys or adults and are at the highest risk for arrest, especially if the victim of their 

aggression is a parent or sibling. Girls’ lack of social power may influence how they are 

treated by police officers and the juvenile justice system (Buzawa & Hirschel, 2010). 

Reactive Aggression and Proactive Aggression 
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As noted earlier, Lorenz’s (1966) research combined elements of the frustration 

aggression theory and social learning theory to create a theory of aggression with two 

distinct forms: predation and frenzied anger (Dodge, 2006; Lorenz, 1966). Other 

researchers (e.g., Crick & Dodge, 1996; Vitaro, Brendgen, & Tremblay, 2002) have 

further refined Lorenz’s work into two forms of aggression: reactive and proactive. As 

defined by Crick and Dodge, reactive aggression is “an angry, defensive response to 

frustration or provocation,” whereas proactive aggression is “a deliberate behavior that is 

controlled by external reinforcements (i.e., it is a means for obtaining a desired goal)” 

(p. 993). 

In ambiguous situations, both proactively and reactively aggressive boys and girls 

demonstrate HAI more than do nonaggressive peers, but in reactive aggression the 

physically aggressive response is the result of extreme anger rather than a desire to 

achieve a goal (Crick & Dodge, 1996). Crick and Dodge further reported that reactively 

aggressive participants appeared to evaluate a situation as hostile and simply react 

without any further processing of cues. The aggressive response was motivated by the 

attribution of hostile intent to a peer: Reactively aggressive children interpreted a 

situation as threatening and responded with physical aggression in retaliation, but there 

was no intent to achieve a goal (Crick & Dodge, 1996). 

Research suggests that reactively aggressive boys and girls have difficulty with 

problem solving, with information processing, and encoding relevant social cues (Dodge, 

Lochman, Harnish, Bates, & Petit, 1997). Reactively aggressive children were found to 

have trouble attending to the relevant social cues and generated more aggressive 
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responses than did their proactively aggressive and nonaggressive peers. Unexpectedly, 

they also reported feeling more sadness as a result of social situations than did 

proactively aggressive peers (Dodge et al., 1997). Dodge et al. (1997) suggested that 

feelings of sadness might be due to reactively aggressive children’s difficulty with 

regulating emotion in response to incoming stimuli, whereas proactively aggressive 

children, who are more manipulative, lack the ability to recognize and admit to feelings 

of sadness. 

Proactively aggressive children evaluated their own verbal and physical 

aggression as more positive than did non-proactively aggressive children, and they also 

anticipated positive outcomes as a result of physically aggressive behavior (Crick & 

Dodge, 1996; Dodge et al., 1997). Proactively aggressive children viewed verbally and 

physically aggressive behavior instrumentally—that is, as a means to obtain a social 

goal—and their social information processing deficits led them to expect a positive 

outcome and to respond in an instrumentally aggressive manner in order to achieve a goal 

(Crick & Dodge, 1996; Dodge et al., 1997). 

Relational Aggression 

In general, aggression has been defined in the literature as behavior with intent to 

harm or hurt another person; however, aggression takes many forms, including verbal, 

physical, and relational aggression (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). For many years, the 

aggression literature indicated that boys were generally more aggressive than girls, but 

some researchers (e.g., Crick & Grotpeter, 1995) suggest that this finding is due to the 

fact that prior research failed to include forms of aggression that are relevant to girls, 



 

 24 

such as relational aggression. Relational aggression has been the focus of much of the 

recent literature about girls (Crick et al., 1996; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Werner & Crick, 

2004) and includes behavior designed to inflict harm on another through manipulation 

and damaging of relationships among peers—for example, malicious gossip, rejection, 

the use of social alienation as retaliation, and threats to withdraw friendship in order to 

get one’s way. 

Over the past 10 to 15 years, research literature has reached consensus about 

several aspects of aggression in children. First, research indicates that children view 

relationally manipulative behavior as aggressive. Next, they see relational aggression as 

more common in girls’ relationships with peers than in boys’ relationships with peers. 

Finally, girls are viewed as more likely to engage in relational aggression than in physical 

aggression (Crick et al., 1996; Giles & Heyman, 2005, Werner & Crick, 2004). As a 

caveat to that last trend, it is important to note that when both relational aggression and 

physical aggression are measured, aggressive boys and girls are identified with roughly 

equal frequency (e.g., Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Crick et al., 2002). In a 2002 study, Crick 

et al. reported that relationally and physically aggressive boys and girls all displayed 

HAI. For relationally aggressive children, the hostile attribution was displayed in reaction 

to relational provocation, whereas physically aggressive children displayed HAI in 

response to physical provocations. 

One study (Phillips, 2003 as cited in Ryder, 2010) found that girls use both 

relational and physical aggression to maintain social positions at school and that girls of 

color use physical aggression to distinguish themselves from “white feminine ideals,” (p. 
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131) which are seen as weak behaviors. In these situations, physical aggression is used to 

gain revenge, self-respect, and protection (Ryder, 2010).  

According to Chesney-Lind, et al. (2010), many disparate behaviors are included 

in a single definition of “aggressive,” and the level of harm varies dramatically. In many 

cases, school policies view all relational aggression as bullying, but research does not 

support that all relationally aggressive actions are bullying. Relational aggression can be 

a single, hurtful act, whereas bullying is defined as actions that are “repeated over time” 

(Chesney-Lind et al., 2010). In some cases, relational aggression can be a pro-social trait 

which can lead to “higher network centrality” (p. 115) among adolescent social groups. 

In this situation, relational aggression is an adaptive behavior that shows a higher social 

intelligence (Chesney-Lind et al., 2010). 

Relational Aggression in Girls 

Researchers have attempted to explore why girls appear to display more relational 

aggression than do boys. Several hypotheses have been offered. One suggestion is that 

girls tend to have one or two exclusive friendships, and these relationships tend to focus 

on intimate exchanges between friends (Grotpeter & Crick, 1996). Werner and Crick 

(2004) suggested that girls are likely to emphasize the desire for emotional closeness in 

their friendships, whereas boys focus on interpersonal status and dominance. Murray-

Close et al. (2007) found that over the course of one year, relational aggression increased 

among girls but not among boys. During the same time period, there was an increase in 

intimate exchanges in the girls’ friendships, but not in those of the boys. The authors 

postulated that the increase in relational aggression might have been fueled by the 
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knowledge gained in intimate exchanges between friends. As girls became closer friends, 

they shared information that was later used against them in a relationally aggressive 

situation. Additionally, girls are socialized to avoid conflict and befriend others in order 

to be part of a larger social group, so relational aggression is often the only avenue left 

for expressing anger. This suggests that the use of relational aggression actually reflects 

the powerlessness of girls (Chesney-Lind et al., 2010). 

Adolescent Development Considerations 

Adolescence, which by some definitions includes ages 11–20 years, is the 

developmental period when an individual moves from childhood into adulthood. This 

period is often broken up into three stages, which reflect how adolescents are grouped 

within the educational system. Early adolescence is 11–13 (middle school age), middle 

adolescence is 14–18 (high school age), and late adolescence (college age) covers the 

ages of 19–20 (Steinberg, 2005).  

Middle Adolescence—High School 

By middle adolescence, friendships tend to have stabilized and are based on 

common interests and attitudes, but group membership is still important. During this 

time, adolescents form small cliques—groups of adolescents connected by friendships, 

which are based on similarities in delinquency, school achievement, and substance use 

(Rubin, Bukowski, Parker, & Bowker, 2008). Adolescents are also socially segregated by 

larger “crowd” labels, which represent a larger group of peers who may or may not be 

friends but who share a similar stereotype, such as jocks or nerds. During this time, co-ed 

cliques begin to form, and within the clique couples may form. Romantic relationships 
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are common in middle adolescence, as are friendships with peers of the opposite sex. By 

middle adolescence, boys and girls are more comfortable with each other in one-on-one 

relationships and rely less on support from the clique (Rubin et al., 2008). Middle 

adolescence is a time when physical aggression and deviance become more socially 

acceptable and serious acts of violence increase (Dodge, Coie, & Lynam, 2008). 

Cognitive Development 

Neuroscientific research has shown that the brain continues to develop throughout 

adolescence (Kuhn, 2009). Certain cognitive abilities, such as language acquisition, 

develop early in childhood, whereas higher order skills such as planning and problem 

solving develop later. Because cognitive development occurs over a period of many 

years, there is variability in cognitive function and cognitive ability between early 

adolescents and middle adolescents (Kuhn, 2009). There can also be considerable 

developmental variability between individuals who are in the same stage of adolescence. 

As adolescents age and develop, they begin to move into higher levels of 

cognitive development. During middle adolescence, adolescents begin to develop higher-

order cognitive abilities such as executive function skills and abstract thinking (Calkins & 

Marcovitch, 2010). Middle adolescents no longer require concrete models to guide their 

thought, and verbal problem solving skills become evident (Santrock, 2007). Middle 

adolescents are also able to think about their thinking, and this metacognition is an 

important feature of middle adolescence (Kuhn, 2009). Abstract thinking abilities, such 

as metacognition and the increased ability to use logic and reason, also improve problem-
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solving skills. As a result, middle adolescents are able to devise multiple potential 

solutions to a problem and systematically test them (Santrock, 2007). 

Adolescent development is also important to consider when looking at social 

information processing and behavior. Middle adolescents are cognitively and 

developmentally further advanced than early adolescents. Therefore, it is to be expected 

that middle adolescents are better able to process information, problem solve potential 

solutions, and make informed decisions about how to respond in complex social 

situations. However, as important as development is, adolescent behavior cannot be 

understood from a purely developmental standpoint. The adolescent does not live in a 

vacuum—her environment, including family and peers, must be considered. 

Environmental and Social Considerations 

Another important consideration when exploring the development of middle 

adolescents is the importance of context as an influence on individual development. Prior 

research has shown that the specific context of situation will impact how an adolescent 

processes information and the type of behavioral response that is selected (Blair & 

Dennis, 2010). Given this finding, it is important to remember that individual 

adolescents’ life experiences vary widely depending upon many factors, not just age. 

Something that is a regularly occurring experience for one adolescent may be a once-in-

a-lifetime experience for another. One study (Ryder, 2010) found that teenage girls living 

in poor, violent neighborhoods averaged nine traumatic life events. They described their 

neighborhoods as “normal,” but also reported that “a lot of people are killed here.” (p. 

138). Violence had become typical and they no longer saw it, even though they were 
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describing it (Ryder, 2010). The variation in experiences must be considered when 

looking at how context and environment can influence children’s behavior. 

Development cannot be viewed only as a series of stages that must be achieved 

before moving forward. The entire environment of the adolescent must be examined. 

According to Bronfenbrenner (1979, as cited in Lerner & Steinberg, 2009), adolescence 

is the period when it is easiest to see that all development “involves the relations of 

diverse and active individuals and diverse, active and multi-tiered ecologies” (p. 9). An 

adolescent exists within a family, which is embedded in specific social and cultural 

systems, and, according to Minuchin (2002, as cited in Parke & Buriel, 2008), the family 

has a strong influence on the adolescent because family members have both a direct and 

an indirect effect on each other. To understand an adolescent’s response to a situation, the 

influences of the adolescent’s environment must be considered, including what the 

adolescent has learned from peers, siblings, and parents through social learning and 

modeling. 

Social Learning Theory: Reciprocal Triadic Determinism 

Social learning theory does not view development as a series of stages, but rather 

as a continuum of development from infancy to adulthood where there is a 

biodirectionality of social influences so that a child’s development is influenced by 

others, as well as by their own experiences and behavior (Muuss, 1996). According to 

Bandura (1979), there are three variables that interact to influence each other: external 

and social environment (E); behavior (B), which is influenced by previously learned 

information; and the person (P), including cognition, biology, motivation, intelligence, 
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beliefs, and so on (Muuss, 1996). Together, these variables comprise the social learning 

theory model of causation: Reciprocal Triadic Determinism (Muuss, 1996). The 

Reciprocal Triadic Determinism model acknowledges that children and adolescents live 

in a complex world of relationships and systems that are simultaneously influenced by 

internal, external, and social variables, and all these variables must be considered when 

examining the development and behavior of an individual (Muuss, 1996). 

In Reciprocal Triadic Determinism, the person (P) influences behavior (B) 

because a person’s behavior is restricted by physiology and biology—there are certain 

things human beings are simply not capable of doing, such as flying or jumping over a 

building. These same physiological and biological structures are also impacted by 

behavior (Muuss, 1996), such as when intense physical exercise leads to improved 

physical strength. 

People (P) influence the environment (E) and are influenced by the environment 

through social mechanisms, such as social roles. Adolescents may be given a specific 

social label, such as “aggressive,” which will then influence their behavior and the way in 

which they are treated by peers and teachers (Muuss, 1996). A student given an 

aggressive label may be more likely to act out against others in a physically aggressive 

manner and to be viewed with caution by peers. 

Finally, the environment (E) and behavior (B) interact in that different types of 

behavior can change the environment, and the environment can modify an individual’s 

behavior (Muuss, 1996). For example, a structured and organized classroom environment 
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could lead to less aggressive behavior, whereas aggressive classroom behavior could 

change a permissive classroom environment to one of fear and punishment. 

In Bandura’s (1979) view, individuals and the environment have a reciprocal 

relation which impacts both, but Bandura stresses the importance of self-regulation 

(Muuss, 1996). In his view, a person’s actions, feelings, thoughts, and the like are at least 

partially self determined, and therefore the cognitive processes of an individual are 

always impacting and changing the person’s environment and behavior (Muuss, 1996). 

From a developmental standpoint, social learning theory differs from most 

developmental theories in that there are no specific age-related stages an individual must 

move through. According to social learning theory, behavior is thought to be determined 

based upon the specific social and environmental features, which interact with and within 

a particular context (Muuss, 1996). The focus becomes how the environment and social 

factors influence behavior in a particular situation, rather than how a person of a specific 

age will behave given their developmental stage. Bandura (1979) views child and 

adolescent behavior as being heavily influenced by cultural and environmental 

expectations, not determined by age or biological changes (Muuss, 1996). 

According to social learning theory, adolescent behavior, such as rebelliousness, 

dependency conflicts, and conformation with peers, can be explained through cultural 

conditioning and social expectations, rather than being viewed as a predetermined 

developmental stage (Muuss, 1996). Furthermore, Bandura (1979) views aggressive 

behavior in children and adolescents as a result of specific experiences in parenting and 

the parent–child relationship, such as physical discipline, lack of supervision, dysfunction 
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with in the marital relationship, and witnessing domestic violence (Muuss, 1996). In this 

theory, children and adolescents are socialized to be aggressive because aggressive 

behavior is modeled for them as “normal.” 

As cited in Muus (1996), a 1959 study by Bandura and Walters found that 

aggressive boys had mothers who were tolerant of aggressive behavior and that both 

mothers and fathers of aggressive boys encouraged their sons to use aggression in 

situations outside of the home (Muuss, 1996). Parents of aggressive boys were found to 

be nonpermissive and punitive only when aggression was directed toward them, but they 

encouraged their sons to be aggressive toward peers and were tolerant of aggression 

among siblings (Muuss, 1996). 

The results of this parental tolerance and even encouragement of aggression are 

often seen in schools and make discipline especially challenging because the child or 

adolescent is caught between the rules and expectations of the school system versus the 

rules and expectations of the family. It seems likely that many children and adolescents 

may elect to suffer the school consequences for aggressive behavior rather than face a 

parent’s displeasure, especially if the use of physical punishment is a probable 

consequence at home. In Bandura’s (1979) view, the child or adolescent has learned to 

use aggression through parental modeling, and in some cases parents explicitly tell their 

children that physical aggression is acceptable and even necessary in situations where 

they are being “disrespected.” 

According to social learning theory, the family environment has taught the individual 

how to behave aggressively through modeling. However, the specific response of the 
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individual will vary based on the situational context, and the response will be a function 

of the individual’s social, cognitive, and emotional abilities. For example, given the same 

situational context, an aggressive girl will respond differently at age 12 than she will at 

age 18 because her social, cognitive, and emotional experiences will be different. 

Therefore, research on adolescent behavior must consider not only basic developmental 

considerations, such as age and cognitive abilities, but also the adolescent’s experiences 

and environment, particularly family and peer influences.  

Summary 

Early aggression theories, such as the frustration–aggression theory by Dollard 

et al. (1939, cited in Baron & Richardson, 1994, and Eron, 1994), suggest that aggressive 

behavior is a result of frustration caused by the inability to reach a goal; however, this 

theory has been found to be too broad to explain all aggressive behavior. Bandura et al.’s 

(1961) social learning theory expanded aggression research and describes aggression as a 

learned behavior that is sustained by reinforcement (Baron & Richardson, 1994; Eron, 

1994). According to Dodge (2006), Lorenz (1966) was able to combine elements of both 

theories by identifying two forms of aggression: (1) a predatory type of aggression, which 

is learned and goal directed, and (2) a frenzied, emotional type of aggression, which is an 

instinctive response to frustration or threat. Both types of aggression have a strong impact 

on how an individual processes social cues and the type of response selected (Crick & 

Dodge, 1996; Dodge et al., 1997). 

Research has shown that physically aggressive boys and girls display social 

information processing deficits including HAI (Crick et al., 2002; Dodge & Frame, 1982; 
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Dodge et al., 1990; Dodge & Somberg, 1987). Thus, in an ambiguous situation where a 

physically aggressive child suffers a negative outcome, the child is likely to misread 

social cues and to attribute hostile intent to a peer, resulting in the enacting of a 

physically aggressive response against the peer. This tendency to incorrectly process 

social cues and to respond with HAI and physical aggression leads to a cycle of peer 

rejection (Dodge, 1980; Dodge & Frame, 1982; Dodge et al., 2003; Steinberg & Dodge, 

1983). A child who displays physically aggressive behavior is consequently viewed 

negatively by other children and is treated as hostile. This rejection is hurtful to the child 

and leads to more aggressive behavior toward peers, continuing the cycle of aggression 

and rejection. Children’s beliefs about aggression also influence their actions; the more 

positively they view aggressive behavior, the more likely they are to engage in it (Crane-

Ross et al., 1998). 

Research suggests that children’s beliefs about aggression are subject to gender 

differences. Relational aggression is viewed by girls as particularly harmful and is more 

often found in the context of close friendships among girls, which include more intimate 

exchanges than do boys’ friendships (Murray-Close et al., 2006; Murray-Close et al., 

2007). Girls are seen as more likely to engage in relational aggression, whereas boys are 

more likely to engage in physical aggression (Crick et al., 1996; Crick & Grotpeter, 

1995). When both relational aggression and physical aggression have been measured, 

aggressive boys and girls have been identified with almost equal frequency (Crick & 

Grotpeter, 1995; Crick et al., 2002). 
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Geen (1998) noted that gender differences in aggression are often found in the 

types of provocation that lead to anger. Men are more upset by physical attacks, whereas 

women are angered by condescending behavior. Gender differences are also found in the 

type of aggressive behavior engaged in by an individual. Boys are more likely to be 

physically aggressive with peers, whereas girls use social isolation as a means to harm 

peers (Campbell, 1993; Geen, 1998). A gender difference is found in adults’ beliefs about 

aggression. According to Geen, women are less aggressive in situations in which they 

believe that their behavior may result in harm to themselves or others and in situations in 

which they feel guilt and anxiety over their behavior. In contrast, men are less likely to 

feel guilt or anxiety as a result of aggressive behavior. 

Social information processing deficits were also evident in the two types of 

aggression identified in the literature. Reactively aggressive children respond with 

aggressive behavior out of anger and frustration as a defense against provocation. HAI 

and intense anger caused reactively aggressive children to shut off information 

processing and to simply react with aggression; in contrast, proactively aggressive 

children viewed aggressive behavior as an acceptable method of reaching a goal (Crick & 

Dodge, 1996; Dodge et al., 1997). These children displayed social information processing 

deficits, which led them to expect a positive outcome from aggressive behavior. 

It has been suggested that relational provocations are particularly upsetting to 

girls, and these types of provocations have been explored in the literature as they relate to 

relational aggression but not to physical aggression. The purpose of the present study is 

to gather data from girls of high school age regarding their experiences with physically 
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aggressive behavior in order to explore the reasons girls engage in physical violence, as 

well as the types of situations and provocations that lead to physically aggressive 

behavior. During the data analysis, the researcher will attempt to identify themes in the 

girls’ stories that would allow for improved understanding of what provokes girls into a 

physically aggressive response. 

Developmentally, the period of adolescence is a time of great change. Middle 

adolescence, which covers the high school years (ages 14–18), is marked by stable 

friendships and the formation of small cliques—friendship groups based on similarities in 

delinquency, school achievement, and substance use (Rubin et al., 2008; Steinberg, 

2005). During this time, co-ed cliques begin to form, and romantic relationships and 

friendships with members of the opposite sex are common (Rubin et al., 2008). Middle 

adolescence is also a time when physical aggression and deviance become more socially 

acceptable and serious acts of violence increase (Dodge et al., 2008). 

There is a great deal of cognitive development during the entire adolescent period. 

Middle adolescents have developed higher-order cognitive abilities such as executive 

function skills and metacognition, which improve problem-solving abilities (Calkins & 

Marcovitch, 2010; Kuhn, 2009; Santrock, 2007). Cognitively, middle adolescents are 

further advanced than early adolescents and are therefore expected to have better 

information-processing and problem-solving skills. These abilities allow middle 

adolescents to make informed decisions and to respond appropriately in complex social 

situations. 
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The environment must also be considered as an important influence on adolescent 

development. An adolescent exists within a larger set of systems—family, school, social, 

cultural—and these systems interact to influence one another (Parke & Buriel, 2008). 

Within these systems, an adolescent learns from peers, siblings, parents, and others 

through social learning and modeling. Social learning views development as a continuum 

with biodirectionality of social influences, where an individual’s development is 

influenced by others and by their own experiences and behavior (Muuss, 1996). 

Bandura’s (1979) social learning theory identifies three variables that interact to 

influence each other: external and social environment (E), behavior (B), and the person 

(P). These variables comprise the social learning model of causation: Reciprocal Triadic 

Determinism (Muuss, 1996). In this model, behavior is determined by specific social and 

environmental features, which interact with and within a given context to influence 

behavior. According to Bandura, the individual brings previously learned information, 

cognition, biology, motivation, intelligence, and beliefs into every situation, and these 

interact with the environment to influence behavior (Muuss, 1996). 

Social learning theory explains adolescent behavior through cultural conditioning 

and social expectations. Aggressive behavior within adolescence is the result of specific 

experiences in parenting and the parent–child relationship. Aggressive adolescents have 

been taught that aggression is “normal” (Muuss, 1996). Prior research has found that 

aggressive boys had mothers who were tolerant of aggressive behavior, and mothers and 

fathers who encouraged the use of aggression outside the home. The family environment 

teaches aggressive behavior through modeling, but individual responses vary based on 
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situational context and the social, cognitive, and emotional abilities of the adolescent 

(Muuss, 1996). 

Statement of the Problem and the Purpose 

Prior research on physical aggression focused heavily on boys, but there is reason 

to suspect that physical aggression among girls is an area for concern. According to the 

U.S. Department of Justice, between 1996 and 2005, boys’ aggravated assault arrests 

decreased by 23.4%, whereas aggravated assaults by girls decreased only 5.4%. During 

that same time period, boys’ simple assault arrests decreased by 4.1%, whereas simple 

assault arrests for girls increased by 24% (Zahn et al., 2008). According to Snyder and 

Sickmund (2006, as discussed in Chesney-Lind, 2010), from 1985 to 2002, person 

offenses by girls rose 202%. Referrals for simple assault by girls increased 238% and 

other person offenses increased by 322%. During this time, boys’ simple assault and 

other person offense referrals rose by 152% and 111% respectively (Chesney-Lind, 

2010).  

The majority of arrested juvenile offenders are boys, but the divergent arrest 

patterns suggest that arrests of boys are decreasing at a greater rate than arrests of girls 

(Zahn et al., 2008). Self-report data indicate that although girls are being arrested more 

frequently for simple assault than in the past, the number of violent incidents reported by 

girls has not changed dramatically over the last 20 years. Increased arrests may in fact be 

due to changes in law enforcement policies rather than to changes in girls’ behavior, but 

the reason for the increase in arrests is unknown (Zahn et al., 2008). What is clear is that 
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there are girls who are electing to engage in physically aggressive behavior, and they are 

being arrested for that behavior. 

In the existing body of literature, studies that included girls often used the same 

provocation scenarios as were used with boys (e.g., destroyed puzzle, spilled milk), and 

girls generally did not condone aggression and retaliation relative to boys (Zelli et al., 

1999). Crick and Grotpeter (1995) suggested that these results were due not to a lack of 

aggression in girls, but instead to the fact that the studies did not measure the type of 

aggression displayed by girls: relational aggression. This hypothesis led to the current 

relational aggression literature, which has shown that girls do display aggression, but that 

it is more often in the form of relational aggression, which includes behaviors such as 

gossip, social alienation, and rejection (Crick et al., 1996; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; 

Werner & Crick, 2004). 

How do we reconcile the reports of girls who are arrested on violent charges, 

mostly simple assaults, with the literature that indicates that girls are less likely to engage 

in physical aggression and are instead prone to be relationally aggressive? The purpose of 

the present study is to gather data from girls regarding their experiences with physically 

aggressive behavior, including details such as what started the fight, how did others react, 

and, perhaps most importantly, when is it acceptable or unacceptable to fight? It is 

necessary to ask these questions since the current literature on these areas is unclear. The 

present study will also explore family and peer reactions to girls’ physically aggressive 

behavior, and it is hoped that the researcher will be able to identify themes in the girls’ 
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stories allowing for improved understanding of what provokes girls into a physically 

aggressive response.  

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

Qualitative research utilizes broad research questions in order to guide the data 

collection and analysis. As the data are collected, research questions may be modified in 

order to best reflect the themes arising as the study proceeds. The research questions are 

the framework of the study but are adjusted in order to accurately represent the themes 

that appear in the data during the collection process. In the research area of physical 

aggression, some existing literature provides a loose framework for the hypotheses and 

research questions, but those findings will be expanded upon and clarified using 

qualitative methods. The present study will be guided by the following three research 

questions: 

Research Question 1 

Will participants report that interpersonal provocations led to physically 

aggressive responses? 

Hypothesis 1 

It is hypothesized that participants will report physically aggressive behavior as a 

result of a relational provocation. 

Rationale 1 

Zelli et al. (1999) found that girls were less likely to condone general aggression 

and retaliation than were boys, but the scenarios used in the research were the same as 

those used for boys (e.g., destroyed puzzle, spilled milk). Crick and Grotpeter (1995) 
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suggested that these results were due not to a lack of aggression in girls, but instead to the 

fact that the studies did not measure the type of aggression displayed by girls: relational 

aggression. It is therefore hypothesized that a significant relational provocation could 

lead to a physically aggressive response in girls. 

Research Question 2 

Will the participants attribute hostile intent to the person with whom they fought? 

Hypothesis 2 

It is hypothesized that participants will attribute hostile intent to the person with 

whom they fought. 

Rationale 2 

Steinberg and Dodge (1983) reported that aggressive girls have been found to 

display HAI, although aggressive boys are marginally more likely to make hostile 

attributions than are aggressive girls. Research has also shown that aggressive girls make 

hostile attributions in situations where the incident in question was clearly accidental, 

which has not been the case with boys (White, 1984). It is therefore hypothesized that 

participants attribute hostile intent to the person with whom they fought. 

Research Question 3 

Will the participants make distinctions between situations when it is or is not 

acceptable to fight? 

Hypothesis 3 

It is hypothesized that participants will make distinctions between situations when 

it is or is not acceptable to fight. 
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Rationale 3 

Adolescents do not always make the distinctions about violence that adults make. 

According to Ryder (2010), adolescents often view behaviors that are legally classified as 

assault as self-defense and therefore as acceptable behavior. Among adolescents, the 

definition of violence becomes flexible, and fighting can be an acceptable or expected 

response. It is therefore hypothesized that participants will make distinctions between 

situations when it is or is not acceptable to fight. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Method 

 

Participants 

Participants were 11 girls, ages 15 to 17 years, from grades 9–11 in a Central 

Texas school district. Based on the race and ethnicity information provided by the school 

district, 82% of participants identified as Hispanic/Latina (n = 9) and 18% identified as 

African American (n = 2). Girls were asked to participate in a semi-structured interview, 

and confidentiality was maintained by allowing each participant to select a pseudonym. 

Parents were asked to complete a single question survey about socioeconomic status 

(SES), but the question was voluntary. The total number of parent participants was 7. Of 

the parent participants, 6 reported a family income level of $25,000 or less. One parent 

reported a family income level of $25,001 to $50,000. According to school records, 8 of 

the participants identified their race as Hispanic/Caucasian and their ethnicity as 

Hispanic/Latina, 2 identified as African-American, and 1 identified her race as White, 

non-Hispanic, but her ethnicity as Hispanic/Latina. Only 4 participants reported Spanish 

as their first language, but all participants received instruction in English and were not 

enrolled in any English as second language (ESL) support services at school.  

Measures 

Semi-Structured Aggression Interview 

The researcher asked participants questions based on 15 open-ended prompts. The 

interview followed a semi-structured format based on content areas identified through the 
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literature as relevant to hostile attribution of intent, physical aggression, and relational 

aggression. The interviews lasted 45–60 minutes and, after a short explanation of the 

study and rapport building, started with a request for the participant to provide a narrative 

describing the details of a specific fight in which she had engaged. Follow-up questions 

solicited participants’ opinions about their opponent’s intentions, the reactions of their 

friends and family members, and thoughts on when fighting is or is not appropriate. A 

copy of the Semi-Structured Aggression Interview prompts is in Appendix A. Following 

each interview, the list of interview questions was reviewed and modified as necessary. 

All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim as part of the coding 

process. In order to protect participants’ identities and respect confidentiality, 

pseudonyms were selected by each participant for use in the interview, transcription, and 

the final written document. The interviewer also disguised any additional identifying 

information (e.g., name of school, siblings’ names, peers mentioned) during the interview 

and transcription process. 

Demographic Information 

Information regarding participants’ age, race, and ethnicity was gathered from 

school records. The recruitment packet included a form with a question related to SES, in 

which parents were asked to select a range representing their annual household income. 

This question was voluntary, and participants were not disqualified from participation in 

the study if the form was not completed. English and Spanish copies of this form are 

included at Appendix C. 

Procedure 
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Approval by the Human Subjects Committee 

The present study was conducted in compliance with the ethical standards and 

issues outlined by the American Psychological Association, the University of Texas at 

Austin, and Del Valle Independent School District (DVISD). Prior to beginning the 

study, the researcher obtained approval from the Departmental Review Committee of the 

Department of Educational Psychology and the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the 

University of Texas at Austin. Parents/guardians of each child participant signed an IRB-

approved consent form, and each child signed an IRB-approved form of assent. 

Recruitment of Participants 

Dell Valle is a medium sized suburban school district with 8 elementary schools, 

3 middle schools, 1 traditional high school, 1 alternative high school (the Opportunity 

Center), and 1 disciplinary alternative education program (DAEP). As of May 2012, there 

are 2,301 students enrolled at the traditional high school. Seventeen percent of the Del 

Valle High School students are African American, 72% are Hispanic, and 8% are White 

(Texas Education Agency, 2011). The Opportunity Center has 285 students and DAEP 

has 40 high school aged students: 31 from Del Valle High School and 9 from the 

Opportunity Center. Both the Opportunity Center and DAEP have racial and ethnic 

breakdowns similar to Del Valle High School (Texas Education Agency, 2011). 

The district is eligible to receive Title I funding based on the high poverty rates in 

the community. The majority of the high school student population is considered 

economically disadvantaged based on free or reduced lunch rates. 74.5% of students at 
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the traditional high school receive a free or reduced lunch, as do 80% of students at the 

alterative high school (Texas Education Agency, 2011).  

39.5% of students at the traditional high school and 3% of students at the 

alternative high school have a disciplinary placement. 7% of students are flagged as 

Limited English Proficiency, and there is a 21% mobility rate at the traditional high 

school and an 80% mobility rate at the alternative high school (Texas Education Agency, 

2011).  

Participants were recruited in all 3 Del Valle ISD high school placements: Del 

Valle High School, the Opportunity Center, and DAEP. According to school personnel, 

many students in the Del Valle school district are from families who immigrated to the 

United States both legally and illegally. The students’ English proficiency is often greater 

than their parents’ and in some families the children act as translators for their parents 

and take on significant adult responsibilities related to their role as translator. The 

importance of this family dynamic will be discussed further later in the document.   

The Director of Clinical Research for DVISD and a district school psychologist 

used disciplinary records to identify girls in grades 9–12 who had received office 

referrals for engaging in a physical fight with a female classmate. In the first round of 

recruitment, the parents of the identified girls were mailed a letter explaining that their 

daughter qualified to participate in a research study and inviting them to return the signed 

consent and assent forms in order to enroll in the study. This method received no 

response, so for the remaining rounds of recruitment the Director of Clinical Research or 

a school psychologist hand-delivered the recruitment packets to identified girls. During 
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the delivery process, the recruiter briefly explained the study and reviewed the consent 

(Appendix D) and assent (Appendix E) forms with the potential participants and 

instructed them to review the material with their parents and return the signed forms if 

they wanted to participate.  

This change in recruitment procedures resulted in a significantly improved 

response rate. The Director of Clinical Research left Del Valle ISD at the end of the 

2010–2011 school year, so for the 2011–2012 school year the recruitment letter was 

signed by the Executive Director of Special Services for Del Valle ISD. English and 

Spanish versions of both recruitment letters are included in Appendix B. Parent consent 

and student assent forms were included with the recruitment letter from the school 

official. The letter, assent, and consent forms described the nature of and rationale for the 

study and outlined any potential risks or benefits of participation. Each form included a 

section explaining that study participation was voluntary, that refusal to participate would 

not affect the parent’s or child’s relationship with Del Valle ISD or the University of 

Texas, and that assent or consent could be revoked at any time. Spanish versions of the 

letter describing the study, the parent consent form, and the student assent form were 

included on the back of the English versions of each document.  

Both the English and Spanish versions of the consent and assent forms are 

included in Appendices D and E. A bilingual Del Valle Staff member was listed on the 

Spanish consent form as the study contact person for parents who were more comfortable 

communicating in Spanish. Participants who were 18 years old did not require parental 

consent and were given a separate recruitment letter and consent form, which are 
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included at Appendix F. All study participants received a $20 American Express gift card 

to compensate them for their time. 

Selection of Participants 

Data were analyzed using Consensual Qualitative Research (CQR) as described 

by Hill, Thompson, and Williams (1997) and discussed further below. Hill et al. (2005) 

recommended a CQR sample size of 8–15 participants and suggested “randomly 

select[ing] participants from a carefully identified homogeneous population” (p. 199). 

The researcher therefore selected study participants by interviewing the first 11 girls who 

returned signed consent and assent forms in response to the school district’s recruitment 

efforts. Efforts were made to recruit 15 participants, but due to the difficulties with 

recruitment and time constraints, only 11 participants were included in the study. 

Data Collection 

To set up an interview date and time, the researcher contacted the students who 

returned signed assent forms and signed parent consent forms. The Semi-Structured 

Aggression Interview was administered on the high school or DAEP campus. The 

primary researcher, a doctoral student, conducted all of the interviews. 

The Research Team 

The CQR method of data analysis (Hill et al., 1997) includes a description of 

research team members in order to look for areas of potential bias and interpersonal or 

social power that could have an influence on the interpretation and analysis of data. The 

research team consisted of four School Psychology doctoral students who participated in 

the coding process—three sixth-year students and one third-year student. The principal 
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investigator served as the interviewer as well as a coder and an auditor. A faculty member 

with experience in CQR also served as an external judge during the coding process. The 

three graduate student students served on rotating coding teams. Team members’ ages 

ranged from early 20s to late 30s. All four team members are Caucasian women. The 

principal investigator has a master’s degree in forensic psychology and experience 

working with externalizing disorders, particularly in the juvenile justice and residential 

treatment systems. One team member is a former elementary school teacher with a 

master’s degree in School Psychology and experience providing interventions in a state 

psychiatric hospital. Another team member has training in neuropsychology and is 

experienced in assessment and interventions with students with learning disabilities. The 

final team member has a master’s degree in forensic psychology and is currently 

providing consultation and assessment services in a local public school. 

The research team was composed entirely of women, so the main area of potential 

bias was the possibility of the team members’ excusing or attempting to explain away 

participants’ aggressive behavior based on a gender bias or a general sense of empathy 

for the participant. The entire team was aware of the research hypotheses, and it is 

possible that they erred on the side of confirming the hypotheses either because they were 

aware of the hypotheses or because they are friends of the primary researcher. Finally, the 

primary researcher conducted all research interviews, so it is possible that bias entered 

into the interview process in the types of follow-up questions that were asked or the 

manner in which the questions were presented. Individual team members listed biases 

related to their own research interests or clinical experiences, such as the influence of 
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family and friends or gang involvement on the girls’ behavior. All team members noted 

concerns related to participants’ minimizing their responsibility or not responding 

honestly to the interview prompts. One team member was the victim of a physical assault 

by a group of girls and noted that as a potential bias. Other biases and expectations 

regarding the research findings were discussed throughout research team meetings to be 

certain the team was aware of all potential biases. 

Coding and Data Analyses 
 

Each interview was audio recorded for later transcription and analysis. The 

interview was a semi-structured format in order to address questions found in the hostile 

attribution and aggression literature and to address issues of gender and violence. 

The transcribed interviews were analyzed using the CQR method described in Hill et al, 

(1997, 2005). CQR is a multistep process which includes the following: 

Use of (a) open-ended questions in semi-structured data collection techniques… 
which allow for the collection of consistent data across individuals as well as a 
more in-depth examination of individual experiences; (b) several judges 
throughout the data analysis process to foster multiple perspectives; (c) consensus 
to arrive at judgments about the meaning of the data; (d) at least one auditor to 
check the work of the primary team of judges and minimize the effects of 
groupthink in the primary team; and (e) domains, core ideas, and cross-analysis in 
the data analysis (p.196). 
 

The first step of the data analysis involved training the research team to use the CQR 

method. The first interview was coded independently by all research team members, and 

they were asked to create a “start list” of themes found in the interview data. Next, the 

team met as a group for consensus coding, which resulted in an adjustment of the themes 

and the creation of a coding map of the data gathered from the interview. This process 

allowed team members to learn the CQR method. 
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The primary researcher then met with a faculty member who had experience with 

CQR to review the codes and make adjustments to the code map. None of the codes 

created by the coding team were changed, but some codes were consolidated, and 

changes to how the coding was placed on the page were made in order to add clarity to 

the coding process (demographic information vs. themes in the data). The primary 

researcher then recoded the first interview to reflect the consolidated code map, and team 

members individually reviewed the recoded interview and met via conference call to 

discuss the consolidated codes. The initial code map was created from this process and 

represented both themes and demographic information. This code map was then used to 

identify and code themes and demographic information in the later interviews. 

The team members coded the first two interviews individually, then met as a 

group (either in person or via conference call) for consensus coding and to make 

adjustments to the code map in order to reflect any additional themes that emerged from 

the interview data. Once the team members were comfortable that the code map was 

stable and were comfortable with the CQR method, the team split into rotating coder 

dyads, so that two different coders reviewed each transcript. The primary researcher and 

the faculty advisor served as auditors to review the coders’ work and to verify that the 

codes selected were accurate.  

In addition, auditors ensured that no codable information was overlooked. In the 

case of a disagreement between a coder and an auditor, the entire team came to a 

consensus regarding the final code. Hill et al., (1997) recommended the use of a rotating 

coding team because it is more efficient for a large number of interviews (greater than 
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12) and minimizes the potential for coder fatigue. For the purposes of the present study, 

the rotation of coders and auditors was intended to avoid groupthink and any potential 

bias represented by a specific dyad. The rotation of team members was also expected to 

decrease the power or influence of any single team member, such as an advanced 

graduate student, or the principal investigator paired with a less advanced graduate 

student. The interviews coded during the training period prior to the establishment of 

rotating coder dyads were reviewed in order to be certain the interview content was 

accurately captured and to decrease potential bias. 

Once the consensus coding was complete, the coded interview content was 

entered into spreadsheets by code theme. The creation of code themes is known as cross-

analysis. For the purposes of the present study, the primary researcher generated the 

themes and presented them to the coders for review. The coders agreed with the 

presented themes. The data spreadsheets were audited by the primary researcher to ensure 

that the data were placed in the correct code theme. Additional themes arose throughout 

the coding and auditing process. When new codes were added, the previously coded 

interviews were recoded to capture any content in the newly added area. Research team 

members had group meetings, by phone, to discuss coding and auditing and to review any 

questions that arose. 

The principal investigator read the transcripts of all interviews and was 

responsible for reviewing the audit coding spreadsheets and the summarized themes. As a 

check on bias, two of the research team members were asked to review the summarized 

themes and to total the frequency of each theme. 
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Once the data were coded, audited, and totaled, the principal investigator 

reviewed the frequencies of the themes identified in the cross-analysis. At several points 

during the coding process, an external judge, the faculty supervisor of this dissertation 

who had experience conducting CQR, provided a review and outside opinion of the codes 

and themes and determined whether or not they appeared to objectively fit within the 

determined themes. Hill et al., (2005) recommended using the term “general” to identify 

a theme found in all or all but one of the cases. “Typical” represents a theme included in 

more than half of the cases. “Variant” includes at least two cases, and “Rare” includes 

only two to three cases. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Results 

 

Through the analysis, eleven codes and one sub-code were identified. The sub-

code of “message” could be attached to multiple codes depending upon who sent the 

message (family, school official, peer). A copy of the final coding map with full 

descriptions of each code is included at Appendix G. The identified codes were then 

sorted by themes that emerged in the data. Three main themes emerged: (a) in all reported 

fights, some form of relational aggression led to confrontation and then to physical 

aggression; (b) the types of positive adult help available to the participants were viewed 

as not effective, and there was a frequent offer of negative adult help or advice; and (c) 

there was an understanding among participants that disrespect is an acceptable and 

expected reason to fight. See Table 1 for a list and frequencies of each theme. 

Examples of theme content using the participants’ direct quotes are included 

below. It is important to note that although several participants were fluent in English, it 

was their second language nonetheless. All the participant quotes used in the document 

were transcribed as accurately as possible, and none have been edited to correct 

participants’ language, grammar, or word usage. 

Levels of Aggression 

It is important to note that the levels of physical aggression varied widely across 

the present study. Some participants described their fight as being minor, which they 

defined as slapping, scratching, and hair pulling. Other participants reported that their 



 

 55 

fight included more serious violence, such as banging a peer’s head into a locker, or 

punches to the face that resulted in bleeding either from the punch itself or from the 

jewelry worn by the participant cutting their peer’s face. The more significant injuries are 

particularly concerning, considering the serious medical consequences that can 

accompany aggressive behavior. This is not a major finding of the study but is provided 

as contextual information.  

Participant Biographies 

Brief biographies each participant were created in order to provide some 

background information about the participants, their fight(s), family messages, and any 

other relevant information.  

1.   Briana – Hispanic (9th grade). Briana fought a peer at a convenience store when the 

peer said, “I don’t like her [Briana]” to a third person and challenged Briana to fight. The 

peer was dating Briana’s ex-boyfriend. The peer gave rules for the fight (no pulling hair), 

but then broke the rules.  After the fight ended, the peer claimed it had been a “play 

fight.” Briana did not receive any feedback from peers, positive or negative, but her 

boyfriend was proud that she had won the fight. A second fight happened in the hallway 

at school when Briana was “jumped” by a peer who claimed that Briana bumped into the 

peer’s ex-boyfriend, who was a family friend of Briana’s. According to Briana, there 

were never any family consequences for fighting. Her dad said, “As long as you kick her 

ass then you won’t get in trouble,” and Briana was unsure if he was joking or not. She felt 

her family would support her if she fought, especially due to disrespect. Their concern 

was more for her health because the family has a history of epilepsy. Briana said that 
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fighting “doesn’t look pretty,” and there is never a good reason to fight, but she also 

claimed to have been in more fights than she could remember. Briana said she does not 

judge girls who fight because she does not want others to judge her for fighting.  

 

2.   Giselle – Hispanic (10th grade). Giselle was talking to a peer’s on-and-off boyfriend, 

and the peer became angry. The peer was also a friend of Giselle’s best friend, but they 

[the peer and Giselle’s friend] had a conflict, and Giselle got caught up in that “drama.” 

The peer began “mean mugging” Giselle and called her a bitch as Giselle was walking 

down the hall. Giselle confronted the peer in the lunchroom, and they fought in a 

bathroom. The fight was encouraged by “random” girls who were hanging out in the 

lunchroom and who advised that the fight take place in the restroom to avoid detection. 

The fight was recorded on cell phones for proof of who won, but the AP deleted the 

videos. This was Giselle’s first fight, and she said she felt intimidated by her peer 

because of the other girl’s appearance (especially her make-up). Giselle was scared to tell 

her parents, but she explained that the other girl was “talking shit,” and her parents were 

not mad. She did lose her phone for a few days, but Giselle indicated that her parents 

were mostly angry about the inconvenience of transporting Giselle to the alternative 

school. Giselle reported that her behavior in school has improved since attending the 

alternative campus because she does not want to go back. Teachers told Giselle that 

fighting was not ladylike. Giselle described girl fights as “entertaining.” Giselle’s stepdad 

told her she should have walked away, and she said he would not do that. Her mother 

backed her up in this argument, noting that her stepdad had been in jail. However, her 
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mother also told her to “try and be smart” and to avoid further trouble with the peer. Her 

older brother asked if she won the fight. Giselle had an extra comment that she did not 

like how gay boys at school “talk shit to girls.” She felt gay boys were allowed to say 

rude things to girls that straight boys would not be allowed to say. 

 

3.   Peace – Hispanic (10th grade). Peace fought a peer who “stopped in front of my face 

and laughed at me.” Peace felt this was an unprovoked attack and stated that she 

confronted the peer to tell her to stop “messing” with her, but when the peer walked away 

without acknowledging that she heard Peace, Peace pulled her back and hit her. Peace’s 

friends felt the peer “deserved it.” Peace believed that boys “make it worse” by repeating 

gossip and encouraging girls to continue fighting. Peace did not want to talk to peers 

about the fight. She wanted to drop it. Peace described her family as “fighters,” but said 

you have to fight for a good reason. Her grandma asked, “Well did you win?” Peace said 

that she does not watch “little girl fights” (hair pulling, slapping). Peace said that she 

would fight if she knew for sure a girl was trying to get in the middle of her relationship 

with a boy.   

 

4.   Nina – African-American (10th grade). Nina had been in more than 5 fights. She 

described herself as having “anger problems” and a “bipolar sense.” Nina spent her early 

life in New Orleans, and she felt this made her tougher than other girls.  Nina fought a 

peer from another school in the locker room after a basketball game. No adults ever came 

in, so there were no school or family consequences for the fight. According to Nina, the 
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peer fought her because the peer’s boyfriend was talking to Nina via a social networking 

site, but the peer did not say that directly. She said, “You think you’re big and bad, huh?” 

The fight escalated from there. Nina described her fighting style as “I have to find 

something to bang your head on.” Blood was drawn in this fight. Nina caused her peer’s 

nose to bleed and split her lip. She also choked the peer and hit her head into a locker. 

Nina did not know who the peer was until after the fight when the boy involved explained 

that the peer saw the messages he sent Nina. Nina stated that she did not have a close 

relationship with her mom, and she did not tell her about the fight. She did not feel her 

mother understood her. Her father was deceased, and she described herself as a “daddy’s 

girl.” She felt her dad would not have had a problem with fighting “as long as you won 

that’s all that matters.” Nina saw girls fighting as entertaining. According to Nina, 

Hispanics jump people and “that’s cowards right there” because it is not a 1 on 1 fight.  

 

5.   Selena – Hispanic (10th grade). Selena is Star’s older sister. Selena and Star fought 

another pair of sisters, Brishaedie and Bella. Star and Brishaedie had plans to fight after 

school in an area subdivision, but according to Selena and Star, Brishaedie confronted 

Star on the high school grounds. Brishaedie’s sister Bella intervened, and a fight broke 

out between Bella and Star. Selena and Brishaedie started fighting as well. However, the 

wrong combination of sisters was fighting, and a second fight was eventually held off 

campus between Star and Brishaedie to help settle the original argument. Star and Bella 

were tased by campus police during the on-campus fight. Selena tried to stop the campus 

fight so they could go to the subdivision and avoid getting in trouble at school. According 
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to Selena, Star and Brishaedie had had conflict since middle school and were going to 

fight because Brishaedie was “talking mess” about Star pretending to be in a gang. Selena 

reported no family consequences. Selena was proud that she “got in for my sister” and 

protected her. Selena’s parents were angry about the fight, but they also asked who won, 

and dad said, “Why you fighting if you’re gonna lose?” Selena thinks girl fights are 

entertaining, and they motivate her to fight. Selena felt her mom did not understand 

fighting, but she defended the girls to their dad by pointing out bad things he has done in 

the past. According to Selena, her mom worries that Selena does unsafe things, like 

taking rides from strangers, but Selena said, “I think I’m smart and I think I could get 

myself out of a problem.” Selena described her clothing and make up as giving her a 

tough look that protects her but also makes her a target because “now you gotta prove it.”  

 

6.   Star – Hispanic (9th grade). Star is Selena’s younger sister. Selena and Star fought 

another pair of sisters, Brishaedie and Bella. Star and Brishaedie had plans to fight after 

school in an area subdivision, but according to Selena and Star, Brishaedie confronted 

Star on the high school grounds. Brishaedie’s sister Bella intervened, and a fight broke 

out between Bella and Star. Selena and Brishaedie started fighting as well. However, the 

wrong combination of sisters was fighting, and a second fight was eventually held off 

campus between Star and Brishaedie to help settle the original argument. Star and Bella 

were tased by campus police during the on-campus fight. After the fight, a boy kicked 

Star in the back while she was handcuffed and seated on the curb. She was taken to the 

hospital for x-rays. Star said she fought for respect because Brishaedie had a history of 
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mean mugging her and was calling her fake, and to protect her sister, Selena. According 

to Star, her father accused her of losing because she got sent to the hospital. There were 

no family consequences. Her father did get angry about the inconvenience of transporting 

Selena and Star to the alternative school. Students used cell phones to record the fight and 

the video was supposedly posted to a social networking site, but Star did not see it. Star 

finds girl fights entertaining. She felt fighting for respect was important to avoid bullying, 

which could lead to self-harm behavior (suicide). According to Star, she was a good girl 

in elementary but got bullied a lot, so she started fighting back. She could not count her 

total number of fights and stated that she “love[d] action.”  She claimed a lot of fights 

were to “hold it down for my sister” (protect). Star reported being angry with her mother 

for allowing Star’s aunt to live with them because the aunt’s boyfriend would stay over as 

well, and Star felt the aunt and her boyfriend were lazy and not respectful of her family. 

Star was planning to move out and stay with friends or her cousin because of tension at 

home related to the aunt and her boyfriend. Star felt the school was not interested in 

solving problems; they just wanted to avoid fighting on campus.  

 

7.   Brishaedie – Hispanic (9th grade). Brishaedie is Bella’s younger sister. Brishaedie 

and Bella fought another pair of sisters, Selena and Star. Star and Brishaedie had plans to 

fight after school in an area subdivision, but according to Brishaedie, Star was following 

her on the high school grounds, so Brishaedie confronted her and during the argument, 

Selena grabbed Brishaedie’s hair, leading to the physical fight. Brishaedie’s sister Bella 

intervened, and a fight broke out between Bella and Star. However, the wrong 
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combination of sisters was fighting, and a second fight was eventually held off campus 

between Star and Brishaedie to help settle the original argument. Star and Bella were 

tased by campus police during the on-campus fight. Brishaedie claimed the fight began 

because Star was trying to “rep cholos” (a gang) and she was “acting hard.” She also 

stated that Star had been physically and verbally bullying her in middle school – pushing 

her and name calling to try and start trouble at school. During the fight, Brishaedie said 

she accidentally hit a police officer while trying to hit Selena. She is now on probation 

for assaulting a police officer. According to Brishaedie, the police officer threw her to the 

ground while she was handcuffed, and she hit her head on the curb. She also claimed that 

he kicked her feet while she was on the ground. The second fight was held in a local 

subdivision between Brishaedie and Star. That fight was also recorded on cell phones but 

was organized into “rounds” like a boxing match, and the older sisters acted as referees to 

intervene when the fight got too intense. Brishaedie thought all 4 girls were responsible 

for the fight but felt Star started the problem by bullying her. She believes Star was 

jealous of her popularity. Brishaedie did not receive any negative feedback from female 

peers about the fight, and she felt boys respected her more. Brishaedie’s mother took her 

phone as a result of the fight. Brishaedie feels that girls who fight are “solving their 

problems,” but listed gangs and boys as “stupid” reasons to fight.  She described her 

sister as “too pretty to be fighting” and said that she would fight to protect her sister. 

Brishaedie’s mom had been jumped in Mexico so she has experience with fighting. 

According to Brishaedie, mom does not like fighting, but it is OK if there is a good 

reason.  She instructed Brishaedie to “beat her up, but not too bad.” 
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8.   Faith – African-American (10th grade). Faith fought a Hispanic girl in her grade who 

bullied Faith’s younger brother at a football game. According to Faith, the peer slapped 

Faith’s brother. Faith confronted the peer at the game and told her to talk to Faith if she 

had problems. The peer also rode Faith’s bus. One day, on the ride home, the girl and her 

friends were playing “Mexican music really loud,” so Faith asked them to “cut your 

music down” Faith admits that this was probably said “with attitude.” The peer 

responded, “Shut up black girl and sit down.” Faith and her friend followed the peer off 

the bus, and Faith jumped the peer in front of the peer’s apartment. The peer’s mother 

was waiting for the peer and got involved in the fight as well. According to Faith, she 

fought because the girl had bullied her brother, then made a racial comment, and because 

peers on the bus thought she would not do anything. Faith admitted that she forced the 

other girl to fight by jumping her. The peer’s mother pressed charges at school. Faith did 

not receive any negative feedback from female peers about the fight. She felt her male 

friends found the fight funny. There were no family consequences. Faith reported that her 

mother told her, “If it [peer slapping Faith’s brother] happens again, then you hit her.” 

Faith was already on probation for hitting a police officer, which she described as 

accidental. Faith went to a school office employee to discuss the fight after the bus driver 

confronted her and her friend about the fight. The office worker took her to an AP. 

According to Faith, the school message centered on fighting her peer’s mother – “How 

could you hit a mom?” Faith thinks it is funny when girls fight. Faith felt self defense was 

the only acceptable reason to fight and she should have ignored her peer. Later, she said 
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she would fight for her family. Faith reported that her mother “used to fight a lot” but 

“now that we moved outta…the ‘hood….like she don’t like it at all.” However, she feels 

her mother understands fighting because she used to fight herself, but she does not want 

Faith and her siblings doing the same thing. According to Faith, her cousins on her dad’s 

side are “mixed with White or whatever, so….they don’t really fight.” She felt her dad 

would be upset about the fight, but she does not see him much.  Faith currently lives with 

her aunt and cousins, but during the fight she lived with her mother. Her aunt does not 

like fighting. According to Faith, her aunt would tell her to ignore a peer who was 

bothering her, “but if she touch you, then fight her.”  

 

9.   Sara – Hispanic (11th grade). She fought a friend in the locker room. Sara had been 

friends with the girl since kindergarten, but the friend was upset that Sara had become 

friends with another girl whom the old friend did not like. According to Sara, the old 

friend threw away her own cell phone and claimed Sara stole it. A teacher found out the 

truth, and the next day, the old friend challenged Sara to a fight and began calling her 

names. The old friend called Sara a “two-face” and said she was not a “real friend.” Sara 

said she fought because the other girl was telling lies about her and peers were telling her 

she needed to fight. She felt she could no longer hold in her anger. Sara felt her old friend 

was hurt by Sara’s new friendship, but also thought that talking could have solved the 

problem if the old friend had tried to talk to her. According to Sara, she never starts a 

fight. She always lets her peer “throw the first hit.” This fight was more violent than 

some of the other fights – the old friend’s lip was split and her face was bleeding because 
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she was cut by Sara’s ring. Sara was also involved in a fight at the neighborhood where 

her peer had to go to the hospital because she fell and hit her head during the fight. 

According to Sara, that fight started because her peer was “talking mess” and telling 

peers that Sara wanted to fight her. Sara is on probation because of the injuries suffered 

by her peer in the second fight. Sara’s male and female friends were surprised that she 

fought. Male friends told her she had done well in the fights. Other peers were angry, but 

they were the friends of the other girls in the fights or friends with both Sara and the girls 

she fought. Sara felt boys treated her differently, as though she were tougher, after she 

fought, and she did not want to be treated differently. Sara had significant family 

consequences. She was grounded for 2 months and felt she lost her mother and 

grandmother’s trust. Her mother was very upset and said she had not given Sara “so 

much” in order for Sara’s life to “turn out like this, fighting and all that.” School 

messages were that Sara had potential to do better and that “y’all are like 2 dogs fighting 

on the ground…y’all are supposed to be ladies, not dogs.” Sara thinks girls should not 

fight but does not feel she can judge because she has been in fights. She did think girl 

fights were “funny and entertaining” until some gets hurt “really bad.” Sara thought it 

was OK to fight over family and self-defense.  

 

10. Ana – Hispanic (10th grade). According to Ana, she was looking around the 

classroom and a peer whose friend had problems with Ana’s friend said, “What the hell 

are you looking at?” This escalated into the peer calling Ana a bitch. After class, Ana 

confronted the peer, who responded by laughing at Ana. Ana was angry that the peer was 
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not taking her seriously, so Ana slapped her. Ana felt the peer was rude to her because of 

the problem between their friends. Ana’s friends were upset with her for fighting because 

she was going to get in trouble. She felt the peer feedback was neutral. They were mostly 

surprised that she fought in school because she normally fights out of school to avoid 

consequences. Some boys thought the fight was “good” because Ana punched the other 

girl rather than slapping or pulling hair. Ana’s mother took her cell phone permanently. 

School messages were that they expect more from Ana because she is a good student. 

Ana thinks fighting is “dumb” unless it is for “a good reason.” She did say girl fights 

were entertaining “at some points” except when people are seriously injured. Ana said 

she would fight to protect her sister. Ana’s mother thinks fighting is “dumb, unless…they 

like, hit you.” Her father said fighting for self-defense is OK, but otherwise, walk away. 

Ana’s older sister fights and asked if she won. According to Ana, off-campus fights often 

start when another girl’s boyfriend “stares at you. The girl gets mad and she starts 

talking.”   

 

11. Bella – Hispanic (11th grade). Bella is Brishaedie’s older sister. Brishaedie and Bella 

fought another pair of sisters, Selena and Star. According to Bella, Brishaedie and Star 

had an ongoing conflict over Star “repping” a gang (cholos) that Brishaedie believed Star 

did not belong to. They had previously planned to fight off campus, but Brishaedie and 

Star began arguing on campus after school. Bella reported that Selena was trying to hold 

Brishaedie back to avoid an on campus fight, but that escalated into a physical fight 

between Selena and Brishaedie. Bella then grabbed Star because she thought Star was 
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going to hit her, and a fight broke out between Bella and Star. However, the wrong 

combination of sisters was fighting, and a second fight was eventually held off campus 

between Star and Brishaedie to help settle the original argument. Bella felt the second 

fight settled the problem for now. Star and Bella were tased by campus police during the 

on-campus fight. Bella said that the police officer put his feet on her chest and stepped on 

her after she was tased. According to Bella, her father and brother know how to box and 

have taught her and her sister, though Brishaedie is better than Bella. According to Bella, 

her friends say she and her sister won the fight. She feels girls fight to try to get respect, 

and that peers do respect you more if you have been in a fight. Bella only received 

negative feedback from peers who were friends of Selena and Star. She felt that boys try 

to instigate fights between girls. Bella described her fight as “gay” because they were not 

really punching; it was mostly scratching and hair pulling. Bella said her mom was 

“cool” and her dad “loves seeing people fighting.” Her mother was concerned that Bella 

was tased and kicked by the police officer, but no charges were filed. Her father asked, 

“Did you get them good?” but according to Bella, he seemed disappointed that Bella’s 

fight was not more aggressive.  Mom and dad were upset that mom has to miss work to 

attend court hearings for Bella and Brishaedie. The school was disappointed and pushed 

for harsh punishment through juvenile justice. Bella stated that she didn’t want to go to 

juvenile detention, but she would get so angry with peers that she no longer cared. A 

former teacher told Bella that “a lady doesn’t fight.” Bella thinks girl fights are “more 

cool” than boy fights because girl fights are “more emotional” and have fewer rules. 

Bella would be willing to fight for family or if someone confronts her and wants to fight. 
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Bella said Brishaedie “loves fighting” and tries to protect Bella who is “no good on 

punches.” 
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TABLE 1. Code Map Themes, Subcategories, and Frequencies 

Relational aggression leads to physical aggression 
General 
   Relationally aggressive acts such as “mean muggingb” and “talking messc” were      
   severe enough provocations to lead to physical aggression (n=11) 
Typical 
   Hostile intent was attributed to the other girl(s) in the fight (n=9) 

Positive adult help is not effective, and negative help is frequently offered   
General 
   Adult advice to “walk away” and interventions such as “stay away contractsd” are seen  
   as ineffective or only minimally effective (n=11) 
 Typical 
   Asking adults for help is childish—you must learn to handle your own problems (n=8) 
   Adults often give subtle messages that fighting is acceptable by asking if the participant  
   “won” (n=7) 
   Family consequences were rare, and threats of punishment were rarely carried out (n=7) 
   Messages from school officials had strong gender messages—“It’s not ladylike to  
   fight” (n=6) 

Disrespect is an acceptable and expected reason to fight  
General 
   Disrespect is always an acceptable and expected reason to fight (n=11) 
   Self-defense is always an acceptable and expected reason to fight (n=11) 
Typical 
   Participants tended to place responsibility for the fight on the other girl (n=7) 
   If you allow someone to “disrespect” you, peers will lose respect for you, and you will 
   become a target for disrespect (n=10) 
Notes. aFrequencies of themes counted as follows: The topic was mentioned in 1–2 cases 
= Rare; 3–5 cases = Variant; 6–9 cases = Typical; 10–11 cases = General. 
bMean mugging—Refers to how a peer looks at others and can be an actively mean look 
(scowling, frowning, or other negative facial expressions) or simply staring at a peer for 
an unacceptable (long) amount of time. 
cTalking mess—Refers to talking about a peer behind his/her back to other peers, 
gossiping about another person with peers, or confronting a peer using verbally 
aggressive language (threats, name calling, etc.). 
dStay away contract—This is an intervention used by the school district to keep students 
who are having a conflict away from each other on school grounds. It is the school 
version of a restraining order. The students involved in the stay away contract agree to 
avoid each other. They may not speak to one another or be within a certain physical 
distance of each other. 
 



 

 69 

Relational Aggression Leads to Physical Aggression 

The first code theme corresponds with Research Questions 1 and 2: (1) Will 

participants report that interpersonal provocations led to physically aggressive response, 

and (2) will the participants attribute hostile intent to the person with whom they fought? 

In all eleven interviews, participants described relationally aggressive behavior by peers 

as the event that led to a physically aggressive response.  Participants’ language and 

terms will be defined.  

First, “mean mugging” and “talking mess” were specific behaviors identified by 

all participants as extremely provocative and which led to physical fights. “Mean 

mugging” refers to how a peer looks at others and can be an actively mean look 

(scowling, frowning, or other negative facial expressions), or it can be simply staring at a 

peer for an unacceptable amount of time. “Talking mess” refers to talking about a peer 

behind his/her back to other peers, gossiping about another person with peers, or 

confronting a peer using verbally aggressive language (threats, name calling, etc.). 

“Talking mess” seems to work in tandem with mean mugging, as each behavior fuels the 

other. Participants frequently described mean mugging leading to a confrontation where 

participants and peers “talked mess” and vice versa. Giselle described how mean 

mugging was the start of her conflict with a peer that eventually led to a verbal 

confrontation and a physical fight: “This year she started mugging me, like… I don’t 

know, she was mugging me and my home-girl… both of us or something like that 

and….” 
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The experience of mean mugging leading to further relational aggression was 

common. Bella described an incident where mean mugging continued to be a problem 

after the initial fight: “Yeah, because Star, after we fought in [location name], she was 

like laughing and mean mugging us and we [Bella and her sister, Brishaedie] were like 

[makes ‘tsk’ sound]. We’re like, ‘Whatever… why’s she laughing? It’s not even funny.’” 

“Talking mess” was described by participants as talking about the participant to 

peers, gossiping with others behind the participant’s back, or confronting the participant 

using verbally aggressive language (threats, name calling, etc.). Sara talked about being 

frustrated by the gossip that fueled the fight: “Yeah. Like she had no reason to be talking 

about me. Or putting my name in her mouth… it got to me where that she kept running 

her mouth and talking all this stuff that wasn’t true and I was like, ‘It ain’t even true.’” 

Selena entered a fight on behalf of her sister, Star, who was being talked about by 

peers. According to Selena, “And yeah, the girl’s saying that she [Selena’s sister, Star] 

was fake.” 

Nina described an incident that occurred in the hallway between classes: 

Interviewer: So, she bumped into you and didn’t say “excuse me.” She made it 
like it was your fault that she bumped into you? 
Nina: Yeah! And I looked at her crazy and she said… “Bitch, excuse you… 
Yeah, bitch, excuse you!” And so, she went to her class. I followed her in her 
class… and then I was all like, “Girl, what you said to me? What you said?” And 
she’s all like, “I didn’t say nothing.” And I was all like, “That’s not what I heard 
outside!” 
 
Star’s experiences with talking mess involved verbal threats imbedded in 

seemingly innocuous language (“what’s good”) and the use of racial slurs generally 

aimed at African-Americans, though the peers involved were all Latina: 
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I was like, “My nigga, whas good?” And then she’s all like, “Whatchu mean, 
whas good? Whas good with it?” I was like, “It’s whatever.” And then I was like, 
“Alright then, after school, then in [subdivision near the school where students go 
to fight off campus].” And then she’s all like, “Alright then. Nigga we gonna post 
up at [neighborhood].” And then she still wanted to fight me in school. 
 
In all cases, the participants were able to identify some form of relationally 

aggressive behavior by peers that eventually escalated into a physical fight. Name calling 

was identified as a particularly provocative form of relational aggression. When asked to 

describe a situation where she would fight, Nina responded, “When a girl bumped into 

me and don’t say sorry and just decides to call me out my name… like, ‘Bitch, excuse 

you!’ … Oh I’m gonna, I’m gonna go back to you and I’m gonna say something.” 

Name calling was viewed by participants as an extremely disrespectful form of 

relational aggression, and girls described how their sense of being disrespected fed into 

their physically aggressive responses. Respect and disrespect will be discussed further 

later in the document. 

HAI was strongly linked to relationally aggressive behavior. In most cases, 

portions of the interview that were coded HAI were also coded as relationally aggressive. 

HAI was seen when the participants attributed hostile motives to the potentially 

ambiguous behavior of peers. For the purposes of the present study, it is not possible to 

know the intent of the other girl in each fight, except in one fight where all fight 

participants were interviewed for this study, and HAI was coded on the basis of each 

participant’s perception of the incident. This method is consistent with other studies 

where HAI is measured via self-report on the basis of the perception of the participant, or 

rated on the basis of researcher observation. 
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In all interviews, the participants described their attributions, which were hostile, 

and how those attributions influenced their relationally and physically aggressive 

behavior. HAI seemed to lead to an escalation in relational aggression, which eventually 

progressed into physical aggression. For example, when asked why her peer fought her, 

Selena responded, “Like just making big drama out of it. All bein scandalous and stuff. 

So she was, I think she was trying to get some attention, like to prove she wasn’t scared 

of my sister… She was tryin to make big drama out of it. She was mad because of plex 

[problems] with my sister.” 

As another example, Brishaedie made several attributions about why her peer 

fought: “I was like popular, the popular girl over there and like she hated me. She was 

like, ‘Man that girl!’ She always talked nasty about me. Like everybody told, cause I 

have a lot of friends. And then she was like, ‘Brishaedie, I wanna fight you.’” 

HAI was also involved in an explanation for when fighting is acceptable. When 

asked to describe a situation where she would fight, Ana stated, “When they try to judge 

you when they don’t know you. They try to judge you. And if they don’t wanna like work 

things out by talking? And they just feel like they should, you know, have the power to 

take over you.” 

In all cases, the participants attributed hostile intent to their peers’ behaviors. In 

some cases, this attribution was correct, but in others, it was simply the participant’s 

perception of the situation. Only 1 participant, Bella, was able to acknowledge that her 

interpretation may have been incorrect. In describing the fight, Bella stated, “She went 

like, kind of like that [raises arm above her head] and I thought she was gonna throw 
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something, like she was gonna hit me or something. That’s when I grabbed her… I felt 

bad, like I really felt bad. I was like, ‘Yeah, she probably wasn’t gonna hit me.’” 

In most cases (n = 9), participants viewed their peers’ behavior as motivated by 

hostility. They generally saw themselves as responding appropriately and were unable to 

take the peer’s perspective. Only 2 girls acknowledged that the other participant in the 

fight might have viewed the research participant as the aggressor. In all cases, relational 

provocation and HAI combined and resulted in a physically aggressive response by the 

participant. 

Positive Adult Help Is Not Effective, and Negative Help Is Frequently Offered 

The second code theme emerged on the basis of information that arose from 

participant responses to questions about how parents and school officials responded to the 

participant’s engaging in a physical fight with a peer. Within this theme, all participants 

acknowledged that the school has a zero-tolerance policy for fighting. As Brianna 

explained, “Yeah, at this school they really don’t take uh, self-defense and you know, if 

you’re in any physical fight, then you know, you’re gonna be… it’s not excusable at this 

school.” 

The expectation is that if students have a conflict, they will go to a school 

employee (teacher, counselor, administrator, or assistant principal) for help. Students who 

ask for assistance will participate in a mediation session with the peer or peers in 

question. If the problem is not resolved, the students will be placed on a “stay away 

contract,” which requires the students to promise to avoid having any verbal or physical 

contact with the other student at school. Three participants described mediation and stay 
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away contracts as only minimally helpful. According to Sara, she approached the school 

for help on only one occasion: 

Sara: The only time I told them was when, in freshman year when, it was this, 
this group of girls and I was really getting frustrated and all that, and they just 
wouldn’t leave me alone and they put me on the stay away contract with them. 
Interviewer: And did that work? 
Sara: Well, in school it did, but not outta school. 
Interviewer: …[so,] there’s only so much help that the school can provide you. 
Sara: Yeah, which is at school, not out of it. 

Peace found the stay away contract put in place at the request of a peer effective 

only in changing her behavior on campus and noted that it did not address or change any 

underlying issues: “Last year this, this girl had put a… I guess like a restraining order on 

me, like a stay away contract on me. I’m still… I still feel the same way about her, I just 

can’t do anything….” 

When asked if she found mediation helpful, Brianna responded, “Mmmmm, for 

the most parts I mean… I don’t know. I mean I guess pretty much not really. I mean if I 

had to do so many like in one year. I had to do so many.” 

Sara and Brianna were the only 2 participants who described how they asked for 

help from school personnel. Others were placed on stay away contracts when peers 

sought help and the remaining 9 participants indicated that they did not turn toward adults 

to seek assistance or support. All participants indicated that they believed that school 

interventions are generally ineffective. 

Many participants viewed asking for help as childish or unrealistic and stated that 

they would not ask a parent or teacher for help (n = 8). Participants conveyed a strong 

preference for autonomy in handling the situations. When asked why it would not have 
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been beneficial to get a teacher or other adult involved, Selena responded, “Because, like, 

OK you or somebody else, your parents, they go like look for help, but at the end you 

look like the snitch and like, myself, I don’t like to snitch and I don’t like people snitchin, 

you know?” 

Giselle felt that the school provided mixed messages about taking responsibility 

to handle one’s problems and was angered by the idea of waiting for an adult to assist her 

rather than acting to defend herself. She viewed the school’s expectations as unrealistic 

and unsustainable in real life: 

I’m not sure how it’s supposed to be, but I’m almost positive that if you even… 
like push them and stuff that you’ll still go to [disciplinary school setting], so I 
really don’t know what they want you to do. I guess they’re saying [unintelligible] 
like don’t get in a lot of trouble. It’s your responsibility to stay outta drama and all 
this stuff and not just to… yeah. I guess they’re saying that, but I don’t know… I 
think it’s stupid like cause in real life… cause I was thinkin bout it… like in real 
life you expect if you’re getting beat up on the street or something… you’re 
fighting and somebody’s you know punching you, you’re gonna wait until the 
cops come? And like die? You know… they’re gonna like beat the crap outta you 
and you’re gonna wait? Like, nobody’s gonna come so why are they doin that 
here? Cause they’re trying to teach us about growing up and stuff and I don’t 
see… like I think you should be able to fight back. 
 
Peace described a similar frustration with school officials’ response to the fight: 

[School officials said] “It’s not good,” this and that. “You should’ve told a 
teacher… an AP,” this and that. I’m not gonna tell a teacher and an AP about my 
problems… And I’ve heard it, like every year, they’re like, “You need to let us” 
this and that, but I’m not… I’m not gonna tell ’em… see they tell us one thing and 
they tell us the other that, “You need to handle your things yourself.” OK. 
 
Participants struggled to balance school expectations with their own sense of what 

was acceptable and, when faced with a choice, they elected to respond in ways that made 

sense to them. Within their personal value systems, physical aggression was an 

acceptable response, whereas seeking adult help was not. 
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Out of the 11 participants, 7 had at least one adult ask some version of, “Did you 

win?” The message seemed to be that fighting was acceptable as long as the participant 

won the fight. Adults also offered advice on fighting, further supporting the idea that 

fighting was an acceptable solution to a problem. Selena described her parents as initially 

angry about her fight, but they also expressed concern about the outcome: “Yeah, they’re 

like, ‘Oh, why you fighting if you’re gonna lose?’” Later in the interview, she described 

her father’s advice about fighting: “He [Dad]’s like, well if y’all wanted to fight you 

should’ve done it out of school or something so y’all wouldn’t get in trouble and y’all 

fittin to fight… y’all better win. And to have back up….” 

Peace received similar feedback from her grandmother: “My grandma was just 

like, ‘Well, did you win?’ she was like… I was like, ‘Yes.’ And she was like, ‘Why 

didn’t you just wait ’til later?’” 

Brianna described being unsure about her father’s reaction: “Well, like pretty 

much my dad… I don’t understand if he’s joking around or not, but, you know, he’s just 

like, ‘As long as you kick her ass then you won’t get in trouble’ but I know he’s just 

playing around. I mean… I never really get in trouble for fighting….” 

Nina’s father was deceased, but when asked what she thought her father would 

say if he knew about her fight, she responded, “As long as you won, that’s all that 

matters. I taught my baby good!” The general sense seemed to be that parents did not 

necessarily condone fighting, but it was viewed more positively if the participant won the 

fight. There was also a subtle endorsement of fighting by parents who gave advice 

encouraging the girls to fight off campus in order to avoid school consequences. Fighting 
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in response to disrespect was also acceptable and even expected by parents and will be 

addressed later in the document. 

In general, there were few family consequences for fighting, and threats of 

punishment were rarely enforced. Of the 11 participants, only 3 girls reported receiving 

consequences at home for their involvement in a fight. Giselle reported losing her cell 

phone for a few days, and Ana lost her phone permanently: “Yeah, she actually took it 

away! And I was surprised. I was like, ‘Well, um… you know, you gave it to me’ 

[laughing]… she gave it to my dad.” 

Sara described being grounded and unable to hang out with friends because her 

family no longer trusted her: 

Well, I, I couldn’t go out, they stopped, I used to go out all the time and they 
didn’t let me go out for like two months until like, they saw that, I was like, I was 
focusing on school and everything, so then they started… I couldn’t hang out with 
my friends or anything cause she would be like, “Cause of your friends you’re 
getting into fights” and all this. Like… yeah. 
 
Other participants reported no family consequences at all. Nina’s fight was never 

reported, so there were no consequences at home or at school, and the remaining 7 

participants mentioned either consequences that were not fully carried out or a lack of 

any consequences at all. According to Star, “They grounded me and I was like, ‘Ah, I 

guess.’ But then, that same Friday, I went to the movies. I was like, ‘Yeah.’” 

Star’s sister, Selena, also reported not receiving any consequences: “Um, no. 

They said we were gonna be grounded, but uh-huh [laughs].” Later, Selena stated that her 

father also failed to follow up on threats to cancel Star’s quinceañera: “My dad, he was 

gonna cancel the fifteen cause we got in trouble, but then he didn’t.” 
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When asked about family consequences, Brianna replied, “Yeah, no one was mad. 

Throughout any of my fights my family’s never really said… oh are you… like they’ve 

never told me I was in trouble.” In general, family consequences were rare. Parents often 

threatened punishment but did not enforce it, and in many cases there was not even the 

threat of punishment. 

Another theme related to gender messages. Specifically, girls received strong 

gender messages from adults, mainly school officials. Of the 11 participants, 6 were 

given some form of the message, “It’s not ladylike to fight,” and 2 participants gave very 

gendered responses to questions about fighting. When asked, “When is it not OK to 

fight?” Brianna responded, “I don’t know… I mean it doesn’t look pretty. It doesn’t make 

them look cuter in any way.” 

Brishaedie described feeling the need to fight on her sister Bella’s behalf: “And 

then… yeah, I’ll get in, I get in for her cause she’s like a really girly-girl type, so I’m 

like, ‘Nah, you’re too pretty to be fighting.’ [laughs]” 

Other participants were the recipients of gender messages from school officials. 

When asked if she had received any gender messages about fighting, Giselle described 

what she seemed to perceive as a double standard: 

Giselle: Um, I mean… teachers here and there… I think they would… they would 
say something like that like… it’s um, like unman, what is that word? Like girls 
shouldn’t… like… not mannerable. What’s that word? Like not respectable or 
something like that. Uh, I can’t think of the word, but it’s like… yeah, like… 
Interviewer: Not ladylike? 
Giselle: Yeah! There you go—it’s not ladylike to be fighting. Like I hear that all 
the time around [unintelligible] to me ’cause… I don’t know… like boys can fight 
and we can’t? 
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Sara reported receiving this message from a teacher: “She told me that, she said, 

‘Y’all are like two dogs fighting on the ground.’ She go, ‘Y’all are supposed to be ladies, 

not dogs.’” Sara also noted that this was not a comment teachers would make to boys 

who were caught fighting. According to Sara, “Cause it’s not a surprise, guys fighting. 

It’s just like, they’re a guy. You expect them to fight.” 

Bella reported a principal’s reaction to an earlier fight: 

And I told the principal that she [a female peer] hit me and she [the principal] was 
like, “Well, she told me that you rolled your eyes.” I’m like, “Well, if I roll your 
eyes to you, are you gonna hit me?!” And she’s like, “No, that’s not a lady. A 
lady doesn’t fight.” And like, she just told me that a lady doesn’t fight. A lady, 
that, just… animals fight. Just the animals. But that’s all. 
 
In general, it seems that participants received strong gender messages from school 

personnel that fighting is not a feminine or “ladylike” behavior, and it is, therefore, 

wrong. Many of the participants noted the inherent double standard in this comment, but 

others made gendered comments in reference to girls fighting. 

Disrespect Is an Acceptable and Expected Reason to Fight 

Code theme three corresponds with Research Question 3: Will the participants 

make distinctions between situations when it is or is not acceptable to fight? In all cases 

(n = 11), responding to disrespect from a peer was listed as an acceptable and expected 

reason to fight. Brianna’s comment suggests that her family taught her to fight if 

someone was disrespecting her: “Actually, a lot of them [family members] they’re just 

like, you know, if you’re gonna disrespect me then you know somebody’s gonna have to 

do something about it.” 
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Giselle noted that she would not tolerate face-to-face, verbal disrespect from a 

peer: “I wasn’t gonna let her disrespect me like that. Yeah she’s been muggin me and 

stuff and like… I really didn’t care about that. I mean anybody can mug anybody. You 

know, you have the balls to go up to somebody and say something, that’s something 

else….” 

Star’s response encapsulated her feelings about gender expectations and 

disrespect. She denied receiving gender messages about fighting and said that her 

response to being told that fighting isn’t ladylike would be, “I don’t give a damn. This is 

my respect.” 

Bella noted that fighting in response to disrespect allowed her and her sister to 

maintain respect among peers: “Like on Wednesday they street fight her [Star] and 

yesterday we [Bella and Brishaedie] saw them again and she, she [Star] just like put her 

head down, like and she was like, my sister was like, ‘Man, that’s, that’s what she 

needed. We needed to fight, so like, we can stand up in this town.’ I’m like, ‘Yeah.’” 

The acceptability of fighting in response to disrespect was a value shared by all 

participants. Most participants seemed surprised when the interviewer asked clarifying 

questions about whether or not disrespect was an acceptable reason to fight. It seemed to 

be self-evident to them and was so ingrained that it almost went without saying. 

However, even though fighting due to disrespect was acceptable, and disrespect 

was noted by all participants as part of the provocation that led to fighting, when asked 

who was responsible for their fight, most participants were unable to accept responsibility 

for their behavior and blamed the fight on their peer(s). Of the 11 participants, only 2 
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claimed full responsibility for their fight. Faith noted, “I think I made her fight me,” and 

acknowledged that her tone of voice may have played a role in the argument; however, 

her peer’s response escalated the conflict because it was extremely disrespectful and 

provocative to Faith: “So I had asked her, I was like, ‘Can you cut your music down?’ I 

mean I might have said it with attitude, but I had to say, ‘Can you cut your music down?’ 

She was all like, ‘Shut up black girl and sit down!’” 

Peace was even more blunt and admitted that the peer fought her, “Cause I hit 

her.” 

Seven participants blamed the other girl for starting the fight, and 2 participants, 

sisters Brishaedie and Bella, split the responsibility among all the girls who took part in 

the fight. When asked who started their fight, Brishadie responded, “I think… nobody. 

Cause everybody was like, agreed with the plan we had [to fight off campus], so 

everybody was, I think everybody’s guilty.” 

Bella was willing to take the blame for the fight, but not the initial problem: 

“Like… I think, I think we started the fight, but like… about like starting the  problem 

and everything? I think it was Star. But we did start the fight.” 

Overall, most participants had difficulty accepting responsibility for the fight and 

placed all or at least part of the blame for starting the fight on the other girl. 

All 11 participants listed self-defense as an acceptable reason to fight. Brianna 

noted, “I mean I honestly… the only time I’ve ever… like the only time that I fight is, 

you know, if somebody’s, you know… comes and hits me first cause I mean honestly, I 
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really don’t think that I’m just gonna stand there and let them hit me. I’m at least gonna 

fight them off.” 

When asked if self-defense was an acceptable reason to fight, Nina responded, 

“Oh, yeah! There’s no walking away from that.” 

Faith implied that she would respond to physical aggression with physical 

aggression: “Yeah, if they hit me, I’m gonna be like, ‘Oh, no. You hit me.’” 

Sara and Ana had similar responses. Sara noted, “I always let them throw the first 

hit… [but] if they put their hands on me I’m like, ‘No.’” 

When asked to list situations where she would fight, Ana responded, “When they 

put the hands on me.” For all the participants, self-defense was an acceptable reason to 

fight, and their interpretations of situations where self-defense was necessary tended to be 

somewhat fluid. Some girls viewed any physical contact (putting hands on) as enough to 

provoke self-defense, whereas others felt that more significant physical aggression, such 

as hitting, was necessary before they would fight back in self-defense.  

Ten of the participants made comments suggesting that allowing someone to 

“disrespect” them would lead to peers losing respect for them and would make them a 

target for further disrespect and bullying. When asked how she thought peers would react 

if she followed the school rules and did not defend herself in a fight, Giselle responded, 

“Oh, no! I could not even do that [laughs]. I don’t know… they would… they would 

like… they would disrespect you a lot so… they’d be like, ‘Damn you’re scary.’” 

When asked why she fought Star a second time, Brishaedie noted, “I was like, I 

need to do something you know? Cause if, if I don’t get her respect in here? In [the 
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disciplinary campus]? How am I supposed to get her respect in [this high school], you 

know? Cause if I go to [this high school] they’re gonna keep on bullying me and stuff 

like that.” 

Bella worried that allowing disrespect from a peer and getting her mom involved 

in her problems would encourage further peer disrespect: 

[If] she [mom] comes to school and then, she, she tries to protect me and then, the 
fight doesn’t come and if the fight doesn’t come they’re gonna think I’m scared of 
her and I, I don’t… like, it’s not that it’s just like you don’t want, sometimes it’s 
not that you’re scared it’s just like you don’t want to get in trouble, but people 
don’t like, don’t see it like that, so they just like, “No, she’s just, she just didn’t 
wanna fight cause she was scared.” That gets you mad too. 
 
Star contemplated the impact of allowing others to disrespect you and the possible 

consequences: “It’s not for the reputation, it’s just for the respect… cause if you pussy 

out people are gonna keep on bugging you and then you, they bug you… I mean people 

do stuff that’s… they kill themself just because people are bullying you… and I be like, 

nah.” 

In most cases, participants assumed that allowing disrespectful behavior would 

simply encourage further disrespect from peers and could lead to serious consequences. 

Other Topics Outside the Primary Research Questions 

As well as the main code themes identified by the research team, there were also 

additional findings related to gender messages. Several participants gave physical 

descriptions of themselves or the peer they fought that noted how their make-up or style 

of dress impacted the fight. One participant described her peer as “intimidating as hell,” 

and her support for this description was to demonstrate how the peer’s eyebrows were 

drawn on with a very dramatic arch. Another participant, Selena, noted that her make-up 
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and dress during the interview were very different from how she looks when she is not in 

school: 

I look ghetto cause in the house and when I go out I have my sweats and 

everything, my eyebrows painted you know, like chola-style [very thin lines 

drawn on with a dramatic arch]. Yeah, they’re like, a lot of people don’t mess 

with them cause they look like… kind of dangerous… you look tough… I’m like 

who wanna mess with a person like that? 

There was a sense among participants that how a girl dressed or wore her make-up had an 

impact on her reputation. They believed that looking tough could either help them avoid a 

fight or could lead to challenges from peers who wanted to build a reputation by fighting 

a “tough girl.”  

Researcher Observations 

The researcher herself engaged in gender bias during the interview process. 

Several of the participants were petite, pretty girls, and the researcher was occasionally 

surprised to hear the level of violence they were describing. There was a sense of 

disconnect between the image the participant was projecting and the story she told. One 

participant who could be easily described as “girly” stated that there was never an 

acceptable reason to fight, but went on to say she had been in more fights than she could 

count. Several other participants projected a very hard, tough image and described 

multiple scenarios in which fighting was acceptable, but went on to describe themselves 

as having only been in one fight. There was a sense of dissonance for the researcher that 

was clearly not present for the participants themselves.  
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CHAPTER 5 

Discussion 

 

The present study gathered qualitative data from adolescent girls who had been in 

physical fights with other girls. The purpose was to learn more about their experiences 

with aggressive behavior, including incidents that initiated the fight, how others reacted 

to the fight, and the conditions under which it is acceptable or unacceptable to fight. The 

researcher hoped to identify themes in the girls’ stories allowing for improved 

understanding of what conditions facilitate females who show a physically aggressive 

response. Mental health professionals, law enforcement representatives, and school 

officials could use this information to inform future research and interventions and reduce 

physical aggression in adolescent females.  

Summary of Results 

Although this study was in large part exploratory, there were three research 

hypotheses: (1) participants would report physically aggressive behavior as result of a 

relational provocation, (2) participants would attribute hostile intent to the person with 

whom they fought, and (3) participants would make some distinctions between situations 

about the condition under which it is or is not acceptable to fight. 

Results of the qualitative analysis provided several important findings. First, 

participants did report engaging in physically aggressive behavior as a result of a 

relational provocation. All participants (n = 11) reported experiencing relational 
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provocations that led to physical aggression. In most cases, “mean mugging” (looking at 

another person in a mean way or for an unacceptably long amount of time) and “talking 

mess” (talking about a peer behind her back, gossiping, or confronting a peer using 

verbally aggressive language). Second, most participants (n = 9) attributed hostile intent 

to the girl with whom they fought, and there were 71 incidents of HAI coded throughout 

all the interviews. In these data, every participant reported at least one clear example of 

hostile attribution toward a peer. As noted earlier, it was difficult to code HAI separately 

from relational aggression, but 9 of the participants made statements indicating that their 

perception of the girl they fought was that her behavior was hostile. Third, all participants 

(n = 11) made distinctions about when it was acceptable to fight. All participants listed 

disrespect and self-defense as acceptable and expected reasons to fight. 

What was less clear was when the participants found fighting unacceptable. They 

seemed reluctant to judge others’ reasons for fighting without more information. The 

researcher had expected to find that girls would report fighting due to conflicts over boys, 

or romantic interests of any gender, and was surprised to find that few girls reported 

fighting over boys, and several listed boys as an unacceptable reason to fight. The 

participants who listed a romantic interest in a boy as the provocation for their fight 

placed the blame for the fight on their peer and were clear in stating that the other girl 

was fighting because of a boy, whereas they were simply defending themselves. It is 

unclear whether this finding is accurate or is simply a response bias on the part of the 

participants who did not want to admit to fighting over boys. This issue will be discussed 

further later in the document. 
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These findings add to the literature in several ways. First, the fact that in all cases 

relational aggression was provocative enough to escalate the girls’ conflict to a physical 

fight is an important finding because it clarifies earlier research that suggests that boys 

are physically aggressive whereas girls are relationally aggressive (Campbell, 1993; 

Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Geen, 1998). The present study’s results indicate that girls are 

both relationally and physically aggressive and that girls’ physically aggressive responses 

can be elicited with relational provocations. Further evaluation of the data indicates that 

these relational provocations were the result of previous relational issues. The girls 

frequently reported that the physical fight began because of a relational problem: A peer 

was perceived to be bullying the participant’s sibling (n = 5), the fight centered around 

friendship issues (n = 2), or the participant was perceived to be interfering in a peer’s 

romantic relationship (n = 4). Participants elaborated about how their relational conflicts 

combined with relationally aggressive acts escalated to physical aggression. 

Future research should further explore the types of relational provocations that 

girls view as particularly upsetting and that lead to physical aggression. As noted earlier, 

most girls in the present study denied fighting over romantic interests or listed 

boys/dating relationships as an unacceptable reason to fight. Interestingly, during 

informal conversations, several school officials reported girls fighting over romantic 

relationships, and the participants did note that this was a provocation for some girls, 

though most denied it for themselves. Future research could examine fights where girls 

admit to being provoked to physical violence due to a peer’s perceived interference in a 

romantic relationship in order to add clarity to the issue. 
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Second, it is important to note that HAI was associated with most of the 

participants’ perceptions of their peers’ behavior. This finding supports the earlier 

research findings that both relationally aggressive and physically aggressive girls display 

HAI (Crick et al., 2002; Steinberg & Dodge, 1983; White, 1984). As stated earlier, it was 

difficult to separate relational aggression from HAI because most girls—one assumes, in 

many cases, correctly—perceived their peers’ relationally aggressive actions as hostile.  

Third, the finding that all participants described disrespect and self-defense as 

acceptable and expected reasons to fight is important to consider. Knowing this 

information can help educators, law enforcement professionals, and parents better 

understand the type of situations that girls view as worthy of fighting. Until we 

understand what provokes girls to fight, we cannot create effective interventions. 

Knowing that disrespect is a particular provocation for adolescent girls will be important 

for creating interventions and teaching coping strategies for handling disrespect from 

peers. It will also be necessary to explore the situations girls deem “self-defense” in order 

to create interventions that could be aimed at avoiding conflict before self-defense 

becomes necessary. This finding could also be used to help parents understand why their 

daughters are fighting and help create interventions that involve a parent component to 

address parent concerns about fighting and aggression. 

 Theoretical, Ecological, Cultural, and Environmental Considerations 

Future research should examine the impact of cognitive immaturity on 

communication skills, relational and physical aggression among girls. Many of the girls 

were unable to tell a coherent narrative about their experiences. It is unclear why they 
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displayed this lack of clarity and while it varied in severity across participants, most of 

the girls had difficulty telling their story in a logical, linear fashion. It is also unclear if or 

how this inability impacted the girls’ perceptions of their experiences, but given that all 

11 participants were middle adolescents, it would be expected that they could tell their 

stories clearly. Instead, most participants struggled with where to begin their narrative 

and had to frequently back track in order to give clarifying information about the fight. 

Future research should explore how cognitive immaturity impacts communication skills 

among adolescent girls.    

Another display of cognitive immaturity was found in that most participants 

lacked the cognitive flexibility necessary to take their peer’s perspective and as a result 

they attributed hostile intent to behavior that may not have been intended to be hostile. 

Many participants were also very concrete in how they responded to school rules and 

expectations and they lacked the ability to take a more nuanced view of situations. 

Several participants remarked that the school wanted them to “handle their problems,” 

but also instructed them to seek a teacher for help if they were being bullied, or if there 

was a threat of physical violence. Rather than seeing that both statements could be 

applicable in different situations, participants seemed to view these positions as either/or 

and were angry at what they perceived to be a mixed message from school officials.  

Previous research has shown that the brain continues to develop throughout adolescence 

and metacognitive abilities, executive function skills, and abstract thinking skills develop 

later, in middle adolescence (Calkins & Marcovitch, 2010; Kuhn, 2009, Santrock, 2007). 

Participants in the current study were all in middle adolescence and should be developing 



 

 90 

these higher order cognitive abilities. The lack of cognitive flexibility displayed by 

participants suggests that additional research in this area would be beneficial to see if a 

similar lack is found in other samples of girls.  

Another area of future research is the impact of family messages on the girls’ 

relationally and physically aggressive behavior. Bandura et al.’s (1961) social learning 

theory states that aggression is a learned behavior that is closely governed by rules and 

that, over time, is controlled by its consequences (Dodge, 2006). Many participants in the 

current study received family messages asking who “won” the fight. According to 

Bandura, cues in the external environment can lead to and maintain aggressive behavior 

(Eron, 1994). Therefore, a family message asking who “won” the fight could potentially 

reinforce aggressive behavior by suggesting that family members are tacitly condoning 

fighting. Also, several participants noted that one or both of their parents or stepparents 

had been involved in fights in the past. One participant described her father as a “street 

fighter” and another said her father, “loved fighting.” According to social learning theory, 

these types of family messages provide the external reinforcement that maintains the 

girls’ aggressive behavior. Future research should examine if and how family messages 

reinforce relational and physical aggression.  

Future research should also continue to explore disrespect and self-defense as 

acceptable reasons to fight in order to see whether they generalize to larger samples of 

girls and samples from different cultures. Girls in the present study came from 

environmental backgrounds in which fighting may be more culturally common and  

acceptable, so it would be interesting to interview girls from cultures in which fighting is 
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more of a taboo. There may also be cultural variations in what types of relationally 

aggressive behaviors girls find provoking enough to lead to a confrontation or a 

physically aggressive response. It would be helpful for future research to explore when 

and how girls feel that relationally aggressive acts go too far. Improved understanding in 

this area across cultures would provide important information for the creation of 

interventions and coping strategies for dealing with this type of behavior. 

Many participants also received family messages that seemed to encourage 

fighting. Seven girls reported that an adult family member asked some form of, “Did you 

win?” Several adults’ comments suggested that fighting was acceptable, provided that the 

participant won the fight. This finding is particularly important because it shows a serious 

disconnect between school and family expectations. In order to have a significant impact 

on fighting, the school personnel will need to partner with parents and families to agree 

on appropriate behavioral expectations for students. It is unclear how successful this will 

be, given that for many of the participants in the present study, the acceptability of 

fighting appeared to be a cultural issue, and school personnel would need to be very 

culturally sensitive in order to address the issue. In order to successfully partner with 

families, it may be necessary for school officials to adapt school expectations to be more 

in line with family values and expectations, but given the current school climate of zero 

tolerance policies for physical violence, this seems unlikely. 

The finding that all participants described disrespect and self-defense as 

acceptable and expected reasons also supports earlier research suggesting that adolescents 

do not always make the distinctions about violence that adults make. According to Ryder 
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(2010), adolescents’ definition of violence is flexible, and they often view behaviors that 

are legally classified as assault as self-defense and therefore acceptable behavior. Many 

adults would not view “disrespect” as a behavior that would provoke a physically violent 

response, but all the participants in the present study did. Future research should explore 

whether this finding generalizes to larger samples of girls and girls from other cultures. It 

is important to note that many of these girls came from families in which adults 

reinforced the message that disrespect is an acceptable and expected reason to fight, and 

that this likely had a strong impact on the choices the participants made about fighting. 

This finding will be discussed further later in the document. 

School-Related Findings 

It is also important to note that Del Valle ISD employees stated that many of the 

students in the district fill unique roles within their families. According to school 

personnel, many DVISD students apparently come from families who have immigrated to 

the United States illegally. In many cases, the children were born in the United States but 

the parents were not, and in others, the entire family is in the country illegally. DVISD 

personnel reported that in both situations, the children in these families take on 

significant adult responsibility, such as acting as translators for older family members, 

driving illegally (i.e., at an early age), and handling bill paying because they are more 

fluent in English than their parents or will receive less serious consequences if they are 

caught engaging in illegal behaviors. 

Some school personnel reported finding that parents in these families often 

hesitate to act as advocates for their children at school either due to communication 
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difficulties or out of fear that attracting too much attention to themselves could lead to 

deportation. According to one school employee, children in families who have 

immigration concerns are often not punished at home for school behavior that parents 

view as minor because the parents rely so heavily on the children for translation and other 

services. Such parents are perceived by some school staff to be unwilling to cause tension 

at home over behavior at school for fear that the children will retaliate by leaving home 

or refusing to assist their parents further. It is possible that the girls perceive this lack of 

family consequences as a tacit acceptance or even an endorsement of fighting. Future 

research should explore the family roles of children in families with immigration 

concerns, since this may be impacting how the family handles behavior problems at 

school. It may also be important to explore how family consequences, or the lack thereof 

within immigrant families, impact girls’ perceptions of fighting and their understanding 

of their family messages about fighting. This information would be useful in creating 

interventions and helping school personnel better understand the challenges faced by the 

children and their families. Better understanding of these families’ structure and concerns 

could lead to improved communication between the school and families and better 

outcomes for the students. 

 Adult Help in Schools 

There were several interesting findings in the analysis that emerged outside the 

original research hypotheses. First, many participants (n = 8) viewed asking for help as 

childish or unrealistic and stated that they would not ask a parent or teacher for help. In 

particular, the participants found the types of school interventions available, such as 
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mediations and stay away contracts, to be ineffective, and they viewed asking adults for 

help as childish because it meant not handling their own problems. 

Future research should further explore the participants’ view that asking for help 

is childish. Several participants reported a sense that the school sent mixed messages 

about wanting students to act like adults and handle their problems themselves, while 

simultaneously instructing them to actively seek, or at least wait for, adult help in 

situations where peers behaved aggressively. This disconnect between the school 

messages confused several participants, and future research could explore this area in the 

hopes of eventually providing clearer messages to students. 

Other participants simply refused to seek help from the school because they did 

not see the help offered as effective. This will be an especially important area for future 

research, since the present study did not specifically ask participants about what types of 

help they would find effective. Additional research in this area should seek the 

participants’ opinions about what types of help they would be willing to accept and how 

the school could structure interventions in order to protect the students’ sense of 

autonomy while also helping them avoid physical violence. Several participants touched 

on this area and seemed unsure about the types of help they would find effective enough 

to make them feel comfortable asking an adult for help. Further research in this area 

could lead to schools and mental health professionals creating improved interventions 

that students would be willing to use in times of crisis. 

Gender Issues 



 

 95 

Second, the interview question about gender messages was not part of the original 

interview but arose from a comment made by the very first participant and resulted in an 

interesting finding: Several participants (n = 6) noted that school personnel provided 

gender messages in their comments about fighting. There was a school message that 

fighting is not “ladylike” and is therefore unacceptable behavior for girls. Two other 

participants made gendered comments themselves that also reflected this message. 

This will be an important area for future research regarding how gender messages 

influence physically aggressive behavior among adolescent girls.  

Several girls also made comments about how make up and clothing impacted 

fighting and their reputation among peers. The inconsistency between the some of the 

participants’ appearances (stylish and feminine) and their experience with fighting 

produced a sense of dissonance for the researcher, however the participants seemed 

unaware of the contradictions. It is possible that they were not totally honest in their 

responses, but it is also possible that they simply compartmentalized the different pieces 

of themselves and did not see a mismatch with the image they portray and the fighting 

behavior. Future research could explore the relationship between gender roles, physical 

appearance and physical and/or relational aggression. Research could examine how peers 

perceive the participants’ appearance, how participants view themselves, and how those 

perceptions impact physically and relationally aggressive behavior. It would also be 

interesting to see how the participants’ appearances impacted their treatment by school 

officials and the school officials’ perception of the girls and their behavior. The present 

research did not address the participants’ sense of self or the perceptions of themselves 
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and others related to the participants’ appearance and behavior. Future research 

addressing these areas could add a great deal to the knowledge base. 

Future Research 

Future research exploring the distinctions girls made about when it was and was 

not acceptable to fight will help school and law enforcement officials better understand 

what provocations can lead to fighting, and this understanding may therefore lead to the 

creation of more appropriate interventions. As noted earlier, physical violence among 

girls is currently an area of great interest among researchers, law enforcement officials, 

and school personnel. Any additional information about what provokes girls to physical 

aggression would be useful in creating interventions and preventing future violence and 

therefore increasing safety. 

It will be especially important for future research to examine girls’ physically 

aggressive behavior in response to a relational provocation. Future studies could use the 

interview responses of the present study’s participants to create a quantitative measure in 

which girls are presented with ambiguous but relationally provocative scenarios and are 

asked to select how they would respond. Response options could include varying levels 

of physical and relational aggression and give respondents the option to choose one or 

both types of aggression at varying levels. This would allow researchers to more 

accurately measure HAI and levels of physical as well as relational aggression. 

Provocations related to family members were particularly salient to the present 

sample of participants, and future research could further explore this area, examining 

when girls would and would not fight over provocations related to family members. 
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Several of the present participants made distinctions related to protecting siblings. They 

were willing to fight for their sibling if an older peer threatened him or her, but if the 

threat came from a peer of the same age, the participants expected their siblings to handle 

the problem themselves. Some participants were provoked by negative or insulting 

comments about their parents, whereas others were able to ignore this type of “talking 

mess” either because they found it to be childish or because they viewed adults as not 

needing protection the way siblings did. Future research might be able to identify themes 

and strategies for handling aggression related to the “protection of weaker others” 

provocation. 

Future research should also explore whether the family messages about fighting 

being acceptable, provided that the participant won the fight, are found in larger sample 

sizes or samples from different cultures. It would also be interesting to see whether and 

how the family messages change if the sample includes boys who have been in fights. It 

is hypothesized that school and family messages about fighting will be different for boys 

than for girls, but additional research is necessary to test that hypothesis. Research 

findings in this area would provide additional information for creating effective 

interventions and could assist with improving communication and understanding between 

home and school. 

The current study found that school personnel sent strong gender messages to 

participants. This will be an important area for future research particularly with regard to 

how gender messages influence physically aggressive behavior among adolescent girls. 

Future research should also explore the types of gender messages sent to boys about 
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physically aggressive behavior, since several participants in the present study believed 

that boys would not receive the type of gender messages about fighting that school 

personnel were sending to girls. 

Participants in the present study clearly felt that it was important to stand up for 

themselves in order to avoid future problems, and they seemed to enjoy a sense of 

autonomy when they were able to “handle the problem” themselves. These results could 

again be used to create more effective interventions that respect the adolescents’ need for 

autonomy, but also teach coping strategies and provide adult support that adolescents 

would find acceptable, in order to avoid physical violence. 

Finally, 10 participants indicated that they believed if they tolerated disrespect 

from peers, it would encourage further disrespect from others. Most participants felt that 

fighting allowed them to handle their current problem and avoid future confrontations. 

This finding is important because it provides at least a partial explanation for why girls 

are choosing to engage in physically violent behavior. Again, it will be necessary to 

explore whether or not this finding is supported within a larger sample or within a sample 

from another culture. It would also be interesting to see whether a sample including boys 

would report similar results. It seems likely that boys would endorse this viewpoint or a 

similar position, but further research will be necessary to examine that hypothesis. 

General Limitations 

There are several important limitations to consider for the present study. The 

original sample size was intended to be 15, but only 11 girls were interviewed due to the 

initial recruitment difficulties and time limitations. The smaller sample size resulted in 
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less data and affects the ability to generalize the results. Eleven is an acceptable sample 

size for a qualitative study, but additional participants would have been both preferable 

and beneficial. 

The ages of the 11 girls who did enroll in the present study ranged from 15 to 17 

years. Additional participants could have added additional diversity to the sample on 

several levels, including age, race, ethnicity, and information about fighting. The lack of 

participants at the youngest (14) and oldest (18) ages for potential participants is a 

weakness of the research. It is certainly possible that there were no potential participants 

in those age categories, but it seems unlikely. It is assumed that the recruitment procedure 

simply did not capture girls at those age levels, but the lack of information from them is 

unfortunate and must be taken into consideration when reviewing the research results. 

Within the total sample of 11 participants, 4 girls were involved in the same fight, 

which may have affected the research results. Additionally, the 4 girls involved in the 

fight were two sets of sisters: Selena and Star fought Brishaedie and Bella. This adds an 

additional level of complexity to the situation and may have had an influence on the 

study findings. 

The interviews generally revealed only one side of the fight, so it is impossible to 

know the intent of the participants’ peer(s) in each fight. It is possible that the situations 

described were more ambiguous than the participants described or perceived them to be. 

Even in the case where all four girls in the fight were interviewed, it is impossible to 

discern which participant’s recollection is the most accurate representation of the fight 

and the interactions that led up to the fight. All that was available to the interviewer and 
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the coding team was each participant’s perception of the incident, and in most cases the 

participant perceived their peer’s behavior to be hostile and responded accordingly. 

All participants in the present study were ethnic minorities and self-identified as 

Hispanic or African-American (1 participant listed her race as Caucasian and her 

ethnicity as Hispanic), so there may be limited ability to generalize the study findings to 

girls in other racial and ethnic groups. The research did not examine cultural issues 

specifically relevant to any ethnic or racial group, and there was no attempt to measure 

the acculturation levels of girls who were from families who immigrated to the United 

States. Future research should explore cultural issues in depth in order to provide 

improved understanding of how culture impacts physical and relational aggression among 

adolescent girls. 

Participants in the present study were all selected from students in a school 

district in Central Texas. This significantly limits the generalizabilty of the results, given 

that adolescents from different locations and more rural or inner city urban areas may 

respond very differently. Future research should examine the responses of adolescent 

girls in major urban areas, as well as in small towns in other areas of the country, to test 

whether the findings of the present study are replicated with different populations in a 

more diverse range of geographic locations. 

The coding team was composed entirely of Caucasian women, which may have 

impacted the creation of codes and the interpretation and coding of the participants’ 

statements. It is possible that coding team members were biased in their coding either in 

favor of the participants because they felt a connection to them as females, or against the 
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participants because of the differences in culture, race, and ethnicity. It is also possible 

that the coding team held gender biases based on their own expectations of feminine 

behavior, which could have impacted the research results. There was a significant 

disparity in SES levels between the participants’ families and the coding team members’ 

families of origin. This income inequality may have led to unintended biases on the part 

of the coding team. The inclusion of men and people of color, as well as a range of SES 

levels, would have provided additional diversity to the coding process. 

Conclusions 

The primary goal of the present study was to examine girls’ experiences with 

relational aggression, physical aggression, and HAI by interviewing them about their 

participation in physical fights with other girls, including details such as what started the 

fight, how did others react, and when is it acceptable or unacceptable to fight? Analysis 

of the girls’ responses supported the three research hypotheses and found that (1) all 

participants reported engaging in physically aggressive behavior as a result of a relational 

provocation, (2) most participants attributed hostile intent to the person with whom they 

fought, and (3) all participants made distinctions between situations when it is or is not 

acceptable to fight. In addition to the findings that supported the research hypotheses, 

there were several additional key findings of note related to the acceptability and efficacy 

of asking for adult help, gender and family messages received by the participants, and the 

consequences of tolerating disrespect from peers. 

The present study adds to the existing research literature on relational aggression, 

physical aggression, and HAI among adolescent girls. Previous research confirms that 
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girls display both relational aggression and HAI, but many authors suggested that girls do 

not display physically aggressive behavior (Campbell, 1993; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; 

Dodge & Tomlin, 1987; Geen, 1998; Steinberg & Dodge, 1983; White, 1984). The 

present study suggests that girls do, in fact, engage in physical violence and do so as a 

result of a relational provocation. In support of previous research by Ryder (2010), 

adolescents in the present study made distinctions about when it was and was not 

acceptable to fight and often responded with physical aggression in situations that adults 

might not even describe as provocative. Ryder noted that adolescents often view 

behaviors that are legally classified as assault as self-defense and therefore acceptable 

behavior, and this finding was confirmed by the participants in the present study. 

Overall, the findings of the present research study support previous research on 

relational aggression and HAI among adolescent girls and add additional information to 

the knowledge base in these areas as well as in the area of physical aggression. The data 

in the present study can now be used to guide future studies or create assessment 

measures to gather additional data and to further explore relational aggression, physical 

aggression, and HAI among adolescent girls.  
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Appendix A 

 
Semi-Structured Aggression Interview Prompts 

 
 
1. Have you ever been in a physical fight with another girl?  If yes, tell me about it. (How 
old were you?  Who was involved?  Who saw it?)    
 
 
2. Why did you fight?   
 
 
3. Why do you think the other girl fought you?  What was her intention? 
 
 
4. Who started the fight?  Why? 
 
 
5. What was the outcome of the fight? 
 
 
6.  What did other girls, your close friends and other girls you know, say to you 
afterward?  How did they treat you after the fight? 
 
 
6a. (Follow up question, this time about boys…  How did they treat you after the fight? 
 
 
7. How did your family treat you after the fight, what did they say or do with you 
afterward?   
 
 
8. What happened at school, such as with teachers or principal, what did those people say 
or do after the fight? 
 
 
In general, not about you… 
9. What do you think when you see girls fighting? 
 
 
10. When is fighting OK? When would it be acceptable or a good reason to have a fight? 
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11. When is fighting not OK? What would be circumstances that are NOT ok to have a 
fight, what reasons are there that girls should not fight? 
 
 
Now, about you… 
12. What are the situations where you would fight? 
 
 
13. Who are the most important people in your life (family, friends, boyfriend)?  Why? 
 
 
13a. What does each of those people think about fighting, such as what did they say or do 
(when/if) you had a fight? 
 
 
14. Who are the adults you live with?  
 
 
14a. If someone threatened you, such as wanted to fight you, what would (that adult… 
list all main caregivers) do in response? (Would they encourage you to fight, be 
disappointed, punish you, listen, and be supportive? – If kid says mom would support me, 
ask what does that look like?) 
 
 
15.  How would you describe yourself?  What are the qualities that YOU think make you 
unique?  
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Appendix B 
 

Del Valle ISD Recruitment Letters  
 
Dear Parent or Guardian, 
 Your daughter is invited to participate in a research study, “Examining Hostile Attribution of Intent, 
Relational Provocation, and Physical Aggression in Girls” conducted by Laura Amoscato from The University of 
Texas at Austin. The study is about physical aggression in teenage girls. Specifically, the researcher is attempting 
to identify the types of situations that cause adolescent girls to become physically aggressive. Your daughter is 
being asked to participate in this study because she was previously in a physical fight with another girl at 
DVISD. Participation in this study is completely voluntary. 
 If you agree to allow your child to participate, she will be asked to complete a 45 to 60 minute, audio-
recorded interview. All interviews will be conducted on Del Valle ISD property after school hours. A graduate 
student at UT will conduct all interviews. The researchers will request additional information from the school to 
gather data on age, race, and ethnicity, which will only be used for background information in the study. She will 
receive a $20 American Express gift card to compensate her for her time and effort for participating. 
 Parents are also invited to participate by providing a response to one question about household annual 
income that is located at the end of this packet. This is question is optional. 
 All information obtained from your daughter in connection with this study will remain confidential and 
is for research purposes only. To protect your child’s identity, a fake name will be used to identify all records, 
including paper files and audio recordings. Your child’s responses will never be connected with her real name. 
The data collected will be stored in a locked cabinet in the researcher’s home or on a password protected 
computer. Your child’s real name will never be used when reporting study results or in publications. At the 
completion of the data collection, the audio recordings will be transcribed and then destroyed.  By law, 
confidential information must be disclosed if your child indicates a desire to harm herself or others, or reports 
that someone is hurting her. 

The main possible risk of the study is the loss of confidentiality of the information the researcher will 
gather about your daughter. It is also possible that your daughter may feel slightly uncomfortable answering 
some of the questions. She does have the right to stop participating in the study at any time and she may refuse to 
answer any question that makes her uncomfortable.  

There are no direct benefits to your daughter, but her participation will contribute to an improved 
understanding of aggression in adolescent girls, which may lead to improved services and interventions.  

You may refuse to allow your daughter to participate in the study and your refusal will not influence 
current or future relationships with The University of Texas at Austin, or the Del Valle Independent School 
District. It will also not affect any benefits you are otherwise entitled to. You may withdraw your consent for 
your daughter’s participation in the study at any time and for any reason. You do not have to explain why you 
have decided to withdraw your consent.  

If you have questions, or no longer wish to have your daughter participate, please contact the 
researcher, Laura Amoscato, at (512) 656-9761 or her dissertation advisor, Janay B. Sander, Ph.D. at (512) 471-
0279.  

If you have questions about your or your daughter’s rights as a research participant, please contact The 
Office of Research Support at The University of Texas at Austin at (512) 471-8871 or e-mail at 
orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu  

Please find the signatures pages attached for you and your child. The last page also contains the 
household income question.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
Hani Talebi, Ph. D. 
Director of Clinical Research 
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Spanish – Del Valle ISD Recruitment Letter  
 

Estimado Padre / Tutor legal, 
 

Su hija ha sido elegida para participar en un estudio conducido por Laura Amoscato de la Universidad 
de Texas en Austin. Este estudio se trata de examinar agresiones físicas en niñas adolecentes. En el estudio, el 
investigador tratara de determinar las situaciones que causan que las niñas adolecentes sean físicamente 
agresivas. Su hija ha sido considerada en este estudio debido a que ella estuvo involucrada en una pelea con otra 
adolecente del distrito de Del Valle. La participación en este estudio es completamente voluntaria. 

Si usted está de acuerdo y permite que su hija participe en el estudio,  ella tendrá que hacer una 
entrevista grabada de 45 a 60 minutos. Todas las entrevistas se conducirán en la propiedad del distrito de Del 
Valle después de las horas escolares, y un estudiante de la Universidad de Texas conducirá todas las entrevistas. 
El investigador solicitará información adicional a través de la escuela para obtener datos sobre la edad, la raza y 
el origen étnico los cuales se usaran como parte de la investigación. Los participantes recibirán una 
compensación de $20.00 por su participación en el estudio.  Se invita a los padres a que también participen en la 
investigación proporcionando información sobre su ingreso económico anual que se encuentra al final de este 
documento. Esta respuesta es opcional. 

Toda la información que se obtuvo sobre su hija a través de esta investigación será confidencial y será 
usada exclusivamente para la investigación. Para proteger la identidad de su hija, se usara un nombre falso para 
identificar todos sus archivos y grabaciones. Las respuestas de su hija no serán asociadas con su verdadero 
nombre. La información será guardada en un gabinete con llave en la casa de la investigadora o en una 
computadora protegida con una contraseña. El nombre de su hija nunca se usara cuando se reporten los 
resultados de este estudio ni en ninguna publicación. Al terminar la investigación, las grabaciones serán 
transcritas y luego se destruirán. De acuerdo a la ley, se divulgará cualquier información confidencial la cual 
indique que su  hija quiera dañar a alguien o dañarse a sí misma o si ella reporta que alguien le está haciendo 
daño.  

El riesgo principal de este estudio sería perder datos confidenciales los cuales serían obtenidos de su 
hija durante este proceso. También es posible que su hija se sienta un poco incomoda al contestar algunas de las 
preguntas. Ella tiene el derecho de decidir si ya no quiere participar en el estudio y no tiene que contestar las 
preguntas que le hagan sentirse incomoda. 

No hay beneficios directos para su hija, sin embargo, su participación contribuirá a una mejor 
comprensión sobre la agresión en adolecentes y esto puede llevar a mejorar los servicios y las intervenciones en 
las escuelas.  

Usted puede negarse a permitir que su hija participe en este estudio y esto no influirá  sus relaciones 
con la Universidad de Texas ni con el distrito de Del Valle. Esto tampoco afectará ningún beneficio que le 
corresponda a usted. Usted puede retirar su consentimiento para la participación de su hija en cualquier momento 
y por cualquier razón sin tener que dar explicaciones del  porqué decidió retirar su consentimiento. 

Si tiene preguntas o si ya no desea suspender la participación de su hija se puede comunicar con Dr. 
Lucila Pate, at (512) 386-3233. Si tiene preguntas sobre sus derechos o los derechos de su hija como participante 
se puede comunicar con Wayne Patterson, Ph.D., Director de la Oficina de Apoyo de las Investigaciones de la 
Universidad de Texas a el número (512) 471-8871. 

Si están de acuerdo usted y su hija por favor firmen en las páginas siguientes. La última página contiene 
la información sobre su ingreso económico anual y es opcional. 
 
Atentamente, 
 
Hani Talebi, Ph. D. 
Director de Investigaciones Clínicas 
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Del Valle ISD Recruitment Letter – 2 
 

Dear Parent or Guardian, 
 Your daughter is invited to participate in a research study, “Examining Hostile Attribution of Intent, 
Relational Provocation, and Physical Aggression in Girls” conducted by Laura Amoscato from The University of 
Texas at Austin. The study is about physical aggression in teenage girls. Specifically, the researcher is attempting 
to identify the types of situations that cause adolescent girls to become physically aggressive. Your daughter is 
being asked to participate in this study because she was previously in a physical fight with another girl at 
DVISD. Participation in this study is completely voluntary. 
 If you agree to allow your child to participate, she will be asked to complete a 45 to 60 minute, audio-
recorded interview. All interviews will be conducted on Del Valle ISD property after school hours. A graduate 
student at UT will conduct all interviews. The researchers will request additional information from the school to 
gather data on age, race, and ethnicity, which will only be used for background information in the study. She will 
receive a $20 American Express gift card to compensate her for her time and effort for participating. 
 Parents are also invited to participate by providing a response to one question about household annual 
income that is located at the end of this packet. This is question is optional. 
 All information obtained from your daughter in connection with this study will remain confidential and 
is for research purposes only. To protect your child’s identity, a fake name will be used to identify all records, 
including paper files and audio recordings. Your child’s responses will never be connected with her real name. 
The data collected will be stored in a locked cabinet in the researcher’s home or on a password protected 
computer. Your child’s real name will never be used when reporting study results or in publications. At the 
completion of the data collection, the audio recordings will be transcribed and then destroyed.  By law, 
confidential information must be disclosed if your child indicates a desire to harm herself or others, or reports 
that someone is hurting her. 

The main possible risk of the study is the loss of confidentiality of the information the researcher will 
gather about your daughter. It is also possible that your daughter may feel slightly uncomfortable answering 
some of the questions. She does have the right to stop participating in the study at any time and she may refuse to 
answer any question that makes her uncomfortable.  

There are no direct benefits to your daughter, but her participation will contribute to an improved 
understanding of aggression in adolescent girls, which may lead to improved services and interventions.  

You may refuse to allow your daughter to participate in the study and your refusal will not influence 
current or future relationships with The University of Texas at Austin, or the Del Valle Independent School 
District. It will also not affect any benefits you are otherwise entitled to. You may withdraw your consent for 
your daughter’s participation in the study at any time and for any reason. You do not have to explain why you 
have decided to withdraw your consent.  

If you have questions, or no longer wish to have your daughter participate, please contact the 
researcher, Laura Amoscato, at (512) 656-9761 or her dissertation advisor, Janay B. Sander, Ph.D. at (512) 471-
0279.  

If you have questions about your or your daughter’s rights as a research participant, please contact The 
Office of Research Support at The University of Texas at Austin. at (512) 471-8871 or e-mail at 
orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu  

Please find the signatures pages attached for you and your child. The last page also contains the 
household income question.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
Marlyse Summer 
Executive Director of Special Services 
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Spanish – Del Valle ISD Recruitment Letter – 2 
  

 
Estimado Padre / Tutor legal, 
 

Su hija ha sido elegida para participar en un estudio conducido por Laura Amoscato de la Universidad 
de Texas en Austin. Este estudio se trata de examinar agresiones físicas en niñas adolecentes. En el estudio, el 
investigador tratara de determinar las situaciones que causan que las niñas adolecentes sean físicamente 
agresivas. Su hija ha sido considerada en este estudio debido a que ella estuvo involucrada en una pelea con otra 
adolecente del distrito de Del Valle. La participación en este estudio es completamente voluntaria. 

Si usted está de acuerdo y permite que su hija participe en el estudio,  ella tendrá que hacer una 
entrevista grabada de 45 a 60 minutos. Todas las entrevistas se conducirán en la propiedad del distrito de Del 
Valle después de las horas escolares, y un estudiante de la Universidad de Texas conducirá todas las entrevistas. 
El investigador solicitará información adicional a través de la escuela para obtener datos sobre la edad, la raza y 
el origen étnico los cuales se usaran como parte de la investigación. Los participantes recibirán una 
compensación de $20.00 por su participación en el estudio.  Se invita a los padres a que también participen en la 
investigación proporcionando información sobre su ingreso económico anual que se encuentra al final de este 
documento. Esta respuesta es opcional. 

Toda la información que se obtuvo sobre su hija a través de esta investigación será confidencial y será 
usada exclusivamente para la investigación. Para proteger la identidad de su hija, se usara un nombre falso para 
identificar todos sus archivos y grabaciones. Las respuestas de su hija no serán asociadas con su verdadero 
nombre. La información será guardada en un gabinete con llave en la casa de la investigadora o en una 
computadora protegida con una contraseña. El nombre de su hija nunca se usara cuando se reporten los 
resultados de este estudio ni en ninguna publicación. Al terminar la investigación, las grabaciones serán 
transcritas y luego se destruirán. De acuerdo a la ley, se divulgará cualquier información confidencial la cual 
indique que su  hija quiera dañar a alguien o dañarse a sí misma o si ella reporta que alguien le está haciendo 
daño.  

El riesgo principal de este estudio sería perder datos confidenciales los cuales serían obtenidos de su 
hija durante este proceso. También es posible que su hija se sienta un poco incomoda al contestar algunas de las 
preguntas. Ella tiene el derecho de decidir si ya no quiere participar en el estudio y no tiene que contestar las 
preguntas que le hagan sentirse incomoda. 

No hay beneficios directos para su hija, sin embargo, su participación contribuirá a una mejor 
comprensión sobre la agresión en adolecentes y esto puede llevar a mejorar los servicios y las intervenciones en 
las escuelas.  

Usted puede negarse a permitir que su hija participe en este estudio y esto no influirá  sus relaciones 
con la Universidad de Texas ni con el distrito de Del Valle. Esto tampoco afectará ningún beneficio que le 
corresponda a usted. Usted puede retirar su consentimiento para la participación de su hija en cualquier momento 
y por cualquier razón sin tener que dar explicaciones del  porqué decidió retirar su consentimiento. 

Si tiene preguntas o si ya no desea suspender la participación de su hija se puede comunicar con Dr. 
Lucila Pate, at (512) 386-3233. Si tiene preguntas sobre sus derechos o los derechos de su hija como participante 
se puede comunicar con Wayne Patterson, Ph.D., Director de la Oficina de Apoyo de las Investigaciones de la 
Universidad de Texas a el número (512) 471-8871. 

Si están de acuerdo usted y su hija por favor firmen en las páginas siguientes. La última página contiene 
la información sobre su ingreso económico anual y es opcional. 
 
Atentamente, 
Marlyse Summer 
Director Ejecutivo de Servicios Especiales 
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Appendix C 
 

HOUSEHOLD ANNUAL INCOME QUESTION 
 
If you agreed to participate in the study, please respond to the question below: 
 
Please circle your household’s annual income (for research purposes only; confidential) 
 
$0 to $25,000   $25,001 to $50,000  $50,001 to $75,000 
 
$75,001 to $100,000  over $100,000 
 

 
*This question is voluntary. You are not required to respond. If you choose not to 

respond to this question you can still participate in the study* 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
PREGUNTA DEL SALARIO ANUAL 

 
Si usted accedió a participar en la investigación, favor de responder a la pregunta: 
 
Favor de indicar su salario anual (para propósitos de la investigación solamente; 
confidencial) 
 
$0- $25,000   $25,001 a $50,000   $50,000 a $75,000 
 
$75,000 a $100,000  $100,000 
 
 

* Esta respuesta es voluntaria. Usted no está obligada a responder. Si usted decide 
no responder a la pregunta usted puede continuar participando en la investigación* 
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Appendix D 
 

Parental Consent Form 
 

Please check ONE below: 
 
 
_____ I have not made a decision because I have some questions. Please contact me at: 
 
 
Name:________________________  Phone Number/Email________________________ 
 
 
************************************************************************ 
 
_____ Yes, I do want my daughter to participate in this study 
 
You are making a decision regarding allowing your daughter to participate in this research study. 
Your signature below indicates that you have been informed of the study’s purpose, procedures, 
possible benefits and risks, and you have received a copy of this form. By signing this form you 
are voluntarily allowing your daughter to participate in this study. You are not waiving any of 
your legal rights. Your daughter will also have to give her permission to participate. 
 
If you later decide that you wish to withdraw your consent for your daughter to participate in the 
study simply call the researcher, Laura Amoscato, at (512) 656-9761. You may discontinue your 
daughter’s participation at any time. 
 
 
____________________________________    _______________________ 
Printed name of your daughter/participant        Date 
 
 
_____________________________________    _______________________ 
Signature of Parent or Guardian        Date 
 
 
 
**Please ask your daughter to return this form in a sealed envelope to Dr. Talebi or Dr. 
Giroux at the Office of Special Education in the high school (A101) or the front desk of the 
Opportunity Center 
 
 
As a representative of this study, I have explained the purpose, the procedures, the benefits, and 
the risks that are involved in this research study (from page 1 of this document): 
 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Signature and printed name of person obtaining consent                   Date 



 

 111 

Spanish – Parental Consent Form 
 
 
Por favor indique UNO: 
 
_______    No he tomado una decisión porque tengo preguntas. Por favor de comunicarse con:   
 
Nombre: ______________________      Teléfono/E-mail: _________________________ 
 
************************************************************************ 
 
______ Sí, quiero que mi hija participe en la investigación. 
 
Usted está tomando una decisión para permitir que su hija participe en esta investigación. Su 
firma indica que se le ha informado del propósito del estudio, de los procedimientos, de los 
posibles beneficios y de los riesgos y que usted ha recibido una copia de este documento. Al 
firmar usted da su permiso voluntariamente para que su hija participe en esta investigación. No 
está renunciando a ninguno de sus derechos legales. Su hija también tendrá que dar su permiso 
para participar. 
 
Si más adelante usted decide suspender la participación de su hija en este estudio, simplemente 
llame Dr. Lucila Pate, a (512) 386-3233. Usted puede descontinuar la participación de su hija en 
cualquier momento. 
 
 
_________________________________                       ________________________ 
Nombre en letra de molde de su hija/ participante                         Fecha 
 
 
__________________________________                     ________________________ 
Firma del padre / tutor legal     Fecha 
 
 
__________________________________                     _________________________ 
Firma del investigador                  Fecha 
 
 
Como representante del estudio, he explicado el propósito, los procedimientos, los beneficios y 
los riesgos que de esta investigación. 
 
 
______________________________________________  ________________________ 
Firma y nombre de la persona que obtiene el consentimiento             Fecha 
 
 
**Por favor pídale a su hija que regrese esta forma en un sobre sellado con el Dr. Talebi or 
Dr. Giroux en la Oficina de Educación Especial en la escquela secundaria (A101) o la 
recpeción del Centro Oportunidades 
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Appendix E 
 

Student Assent Form 
 

 
 ________________________________________________ 
 (Please print your name) 
 
I have read the letter that described the research study “Examining Hostile Attribution of Intent, 
Relational Provocation, and Physical Aggression in Girls” conducted by Laura Amoscato from 
The University of Texas at Austin. I understand that I am being asked to take part in a research 
study looking at physical aggression and how teenage girls read social situations. 
 
I understand that: 

• My parent or guardian has to give their permission for me to be part of the study 
• I can decide at any time that I do not want to be in the study and my participation will be 

stopped immediately 
• All my responses and any other information I give during the study are confidential and 

will not be given to anyone else unless I say that I am likely to hurt myself or someone 
else, or that someone is hurting me 

• I will be asked to complete a 45-60 minute, audio-recorded interview about my 
involvement in a fight with another girl 

• The researcher will be able to see my school records to get information about my age, 
race, ethnicity, and disciplinary record 

 
When I sign my name to this page I am agreeing that I have read the information provided and 
that I am voluntarily agreeing to take part in the study. I am agreeing that I have had the 
opportunity to ask questions before signing up to participate. I understand what will be required 
of me and that I may stop taking part in the study at any time. I have been informed of the study’s 
purpose, procedures, and possible risks and benefits. 
 
 
__________________________________________     _____________________ 
Signature of Student                                 Date 
 
________________________________________          _____________________ 
Signature and printed name of person obtaining consent                   Date 
 
 
 
**Please return this form in a sealed envelope to Dr. Talebi or Dr. Giroux at the Office of 
Special Education in the high school (A101) or the front desk of the Opportunity Center 
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Spanish – Student Assent Form 
 
 
_________________________________ 
(Nombre con letra de molde del estudiante) 
 
Yo he leído el documento que describe la investigación conducida por Laura Amoscato de la 
Universidad de Texas en Austin la cual se trata de determinar las situaciones que causan que las 
niñas adolecentes sean físicamente agresivas. Yo entiendo que se está pidiendo este permiso para 
participar en una investigación que se enfoca en la agresión física y en como las niñas adolecentes 
reaccionan en diferentes situaciones sociales. 
 
Yo entiendo que: 

• Mis padres o tutor legal tienen que dar su permiso para que yo pueda ser parte de este 
estudio. 

• Yo puedo decidir en cualquier momento que ya no quiero participar en el estudio y mi 
participación será suspendida inmediatamente. 

• Todas mis respuestas y cualquier otra información que yo de durante la investigación será 
confidenciales y no será compartidas con nadie, a menos que yo diga que quiera dañar a 
alguien o a mi misma o que alguien me está dañando a mí. 

• Se me hará una entrevista grabada de 45-60 minutos sobre mi participación en el pleito 
con otra adolecente. 

• El investigador podrá ver mis datos escolarea para obtener información sobre mi edad, mi 
raza, mi origen étnico y mis archivos disciplinarios. 

 
Al firmar mi nombre en este documento estoy accediendo que é leído la información que se me 
ha dado y que estoy de acuerdo en participar en este estudio. También estoy de acuerdo en que se 
me ha dado la oportunidad de hacer las preguntas relevantes antes de dar mi consentimiento a la 
participación en la investigación. Yo entiendo lo que se requiere de mí y de que puedo suspender 
mi participación en la investigación en cualquier momento. Se me ha informado de el propósito, 
los procedimientos y de los posibles beneficios y riesgos. 
 
 
 
_______________________________________                     ________________________ 
Firma del estudiante                                                                                      Fecha 
 
 
_____________________________________________          ________________________ 
Firma y nombre de la persona que obtiene el consentimiento                       Fecha 
 
 
**Por favor devuelva este formulario en el sobre sellado con el Dr. Talebi or Dr. Giroux en 
la Oficina de Educación Especial en la escquela secundaria (A101) o la recpeción del Centro 
Oportunidades 
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Appendix F 
 

Del Valle ISD Recruitment Letters and Consent Form – for Participants Age 18 
 

Dear Student, 
 

You are invited to participate in a research study, “Examining Hostile Attribution of Intent, Relational 
Provocation, and Physical Aggression in Girls” conducted by Laura Amoscato from The University of Texas at 
Austin. The study is about physical aggression in teenage girls. Specifically, the researcher is attempting to 
identify the types of situations that cause adolescent girls to become physically aggressive. You are being asked 
to participate in this study because you were previously in a physical fight with another girl at DVISD. 
Participation in this study is completely voluntary. 
 If you agree to participate, you will be asked to complete a 45 to 60 minute, audio-recorded interview. 
All interviews will be conducted on Del Valle ISD property after school hours. A graduate student at UT will 
conduct all interviews. The researchers will request additional information from the school to gather data on age, 
race, and ethnicity, which will only be used for background information in the study. You will receive a $20 
American Express gift card to compensate you for your time and effort for participating. 
 You will also be asked to provide a response to one question about household annual income that is 
located at the end of this packet. Responding to this question is optional. 
 All information obtained from you in connection with this study will remain confidential and is for 
research purposes only. To protect your identity, a fake name will be used to identify all records, including paper 
files and audio recordings. Your responses will never be connected with your real name. The data collected will 
be stored in a locked cabinet in the researcher’s home or on a password protected computer. Your real name will 
never be used when reporting study results or in publications. At the completion of the data collection, the audio 
recordings will be transcribed and then destroyed. By law, confidential information must be disclosed if you 
indicate a desire to harm yourself or others, or reports that someone is hurting you. 

The main possible risk of the study is the loss of confidentiality of the information the researcher will 
gather about you. It is also possible that you may feel slightly uncomfortable answering some of the questions. 
You have the right to stop participating in the study at any time and you may refuse to answer any question that 
makes you uncomfortable. 

There are no direct benefits to you, but your participation will contribute to an improved understanding 
of aggression in adolescent girls, which may lead to improved services and interventions.  

You may refuse to participate in the study and your refusal will not influence current or future 
relationships with The University of Texas at Austin, or the Del Valle Independent School District. It will also 
not affect any benefits you are otherwise entitled to. You may withdraw your consent for participation in the 
study at any time and for any reason. You do not have to explain why you have decided to withdraw your 
consent. 

If you have questions, or no longer wish to participate, please contact the researcher, Laura Amoscato, 
at (512) 656-9761 or her dissertation advisor, Janay B. Sander, Ph.D. at (512) 471-0279. 

If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, please contact The Office of Research 
Support at The University of Texas at Austin, at (512) 471-8871 or e-mail at orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu 
 
Please find the signatures page attached. The last page also contains the household income question. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Hani Talebi, Ph.D. 
Director of Clinical Research 
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Del Valle ISD Recruitment Letter – 2 for Participants Age 18 
 
Dear Student, 

 
You are invited to participate in a research study, “Examining Hostile Attribution of Intent, Relational 

Provocation, and Physical Aggression in Girls” conducted by Laura Amoscato from The University of Texas at 
Austin. The study is about physical aggression in teenage girls. Specifically, the researcher is attempting to 
identify the types of situations that cause adolescent girls to become physically aggressive. You are being asked 
to participate in this study because you were previously in a physical fight with another girl at DVISD. 
Participation in this study is completely voluntary. 
 If you agree to participate, you will be asked to complete a 45 to 60 minute, audio-recorded interview. 
All interviews will be conducted on Del Valle ISD property after school hours. A graduate student at UT will 
conduct all interviews. The researchers will request additional information from the school to gather data on age, 
race, and ethnicity, which will only be used for background information in the study. You will receive a $20 
American Express gift card to compensate you for your time and effort for participating. 
 You will also be asked to provide a response to one question about household annual income that is 
located at the end of this packet. Responding to this question is optional. 
 All information obtained from you in connection with this study will remain confidential and is for 
research purposes only. To protect your identity, a fake name will be used to identify all records, including paper 
files and audio recordings. Your responses will never be connected with your real name. The data collected will 
be stored in a locked cabinet in the researcher’s home or on a password protected computer. Your real name will 
never be used when reporting study results or in publications. At the completion of the data collection, the audio 
recordings will be transcribed and then destroyed. By law, confidential information must be disclosed if you 
indicate a desire to harm yourself or others, or reports that someone is hurting you. 

The main possible risk of the study is the loss of confidentiality of the information the researcher will 
gather about you. It is also possible that you may feel slightly uncomfortable answering some of the questions. 
You have the right to stop participating in the study at any time and you may refuse to answer any question that 
makes you uncomfortable. 

There are no direct benefits to you, but your participation will contribute to an improved understanding 
of aggression in adolescent girls, which may lead to improved services and interventions.  

You may refuse to participate in the study and your refusal will not influence current or future 
relationships with The University of Texas at Austin, or the Del Valle Independent School District. It will also 
not affect any benefits you are otherwise entitled to. You may withdraw your consent for participation in the 
study at any time and for any reason. You do not have to explain why you have decided to withdraw your 
consent. 

If you have questions, or no longer wish to participate, please contact the researcher, Laura Amoscato, 
at (512) 656-9761 or her dissertation advisor, Janay B. Sander, Ph.D. at (512) 471-0279. 

If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, please contact The Office of Research 
Support at The University of Texas at Austin, at (512) 471-8871 or e-mail at orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu 

Please find the signatures page attached. The last page also contains the household income question.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Marlyse Summer 
Executive Director of Special Services 
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Consent Form for Participants Age 18 

 
Please check ONE below: 
 
 
_____ I have not made a decision because I have some questions. Please contact me at: 
 
Name:_____________________________  Phone Number/Email:_______________________ 

 
 
****************************************************************************** 
 
_____ Yes, I do want to participate in this study 
 
 
You are making a decision regarding participating in this research study. Your signature below 
indicates that you have been informed of the study’s purpose, procedures, possible benefits and 
risks, and you have received a copy of this form. By signing this form you are voluntarily 
participating in this study. You are not waiving any of your legal rights.  
 
If you later decide that you wish to withdraw your consent to participate in the study simply call 
the researcher, Laura Amoscato, at (512) 656-9761. You may discontinue your participation at 
any time. 
 
____________________________________   _______________________ 
Your printed name    Date 
 
 
_____________________________________   _______________________ 
Your signature          Date 
 

 
 
 

**Please return this form in a sealed envelope to Dr. Talebi or Dr. Giroux at the Office of 
Special Education in the high school (A101) or the front desk of the Opportunity Center 

 
 
 

As a representative of this study, I have explained the purpose, the procedures, the benefits, and 
the risks that are involved in this research study (from page 1 of this document): 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Signature and printed name of person obtaining consent                   Date 
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Appendix G 
 

Table A1. Final Coding Map 
 

Code Full Title Description Theme 
Category 

Con-Fam Family Consequences Describes the consequences at home 
with parents & family (including 
extended family and siblings) for 

fighting. Phone taken away, lecture, 
grounding, etc. 

1 

Gen Gender Coded when the interviewee 
mentions a gendered view of 

fighting, such as fighting is not 
"ladylike" or "cute." If relevant, 

code it as a message or value. Write 
"Gen" at the top of page 1. 

Stand 
alone 

HAI Hostile Attribution of 
Intent 

Describes when an interviewee 
attributes a hostile motive to the 
other girl involved in the fight. 

Often found when the interviewee 
denies any previous interactions 

with the other girl involved in the 
fight and states that she doesn't 

know why the other girl wants to 
fight. "I didn't know her. She just 
didn't like me. She wanted to fight 

me for no reason." 

2 

PA Physical Aggression Describes actual physical contact 
between the interviewee and another 
girl - punch, push, shove, hair pull, 
etc. Must be physical contact, not a 

threat of contact. 

2 

RA Relational Aggression Describes behavior designed to 
inflict harm on another through 
manipulation and damaging of 
relationships among peers—for 

example, malicious gossip, 
rejection, the use of social alienation 

as retaliation, and threats to 
withdraw friendship in order to get 
one’s way. Name calling - "bitch." 

Girls often describe "Mean 

2 
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mugging" and "talking mess". RA 
can go either way - the interviewee 
can be the recipient of RA or the 

perpetrator or RA. 
 

Code Full Title Description Theme 
Category 

Resp Responsibility The interviewee's sense of who is 
responsible for the fight. The 

interviewee may claim all 
responsibility, some responsibility, 

or blame the entire fight on the other 
girl. Also seen when interviewee 

admits to making the first physically 
aggressive move (shove, punch, 

etc). 
 

3 

Rspct Respect Describes a socially important 
expectation - being respected by 
others. Being "disrespected" by a 

peer is a major provocation (and is 
usually a RA action) and is also an 
acceptable reason for getting into a 

fight. 
 

3 

SD Self Defense Describes a situation where the 
interviewee tells about herself or 
someone else fighting in order to 

protect themselves. Always seen as 
acceptable reason to fight. 

 

3 

S-Off School Official Used to capture what the school 
personnel (teachers, administrators, 
counselors, school police officers) 

say or do related to the fight or 
intervention before and/or after the 

fight. Includes consequences at 
school - stay away contracts, 

mediation, sent to DAEP, 
suspensions, lectures, loss of 

privileges/extracurricular activities 
etc. 

 

1 

SP +/- Self Perception +/- Describes the interviewee's sense of Stand 
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herself. May see herself as tough 
and fighting is in line with that 

view, or may consider fighting at 
odds with her sense of who she is. 

How the interviewee describes 
herself. Can be positive or negative. 

 

alone 

Code Full Title Description Theme 
Category 

Val-P Personal Value Describes things that are valued by 
the interviewee - dance team, 

family, friends. Can be a reason to 
fight (in defense of something or 
someone) or a reason not to fight 

(don't want to lose parent's trust, or 
spot on the dance team). Also 

describes the interviewee's 
thoughts/feelings/expectations about 
others and the world. E.g. - expects 

peers to come to her to discuss a 
problem, OR says things like, "what 

goes around comes around" 
 

Stand 
alone 

Msg (sub-
code) 

Message Describes actual messages the 
interviewee receives from others 
about herself or fighting. Ties to 

who is sending the message - family 
(fam), peers (P), or school officials 

(s-off). E.g. it's ok to fight as long as 
you win, it's not ladylike to fight, 
etc. Also covers messages about 

who is perceived to have won the 
fight. Also describes things that the 
interviewee states are valued by the 
her family - fighting is OK as long 

as you win, fighting is not 
acceptable, fighting is ok if you do 

it to protect your sister/brother, 
fighting is acceptable if the other 

person is disrespecting you. 
 

1 
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