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Abstract There is sound evidence that increased level of
peer support is linked negatively with youth vulnerably to
internalizing and externalizing problems. Conversely, vic-
timization by peers is associated positively with youth
adjustment difficulties. The current study examines the
mediating role of victimization in the association between
classmates’ support and internalizing and externalizing
behaviors, and the moderating role of gender in that asso-
ciation. The study is based on a sample of 243 7th grade
Canadian adolescents. The results show that classmates’
support has a unique contribution to reduced adolescents’
internalizing behaviors above and beyond the effects of
parental and teachers’ support. This association was par-
tially mediated by youth victimization. Classmates’ support
was a stronger predictor of internalizing behaviors among
females compared to males. With respect to externalizing
behaviors, the results indicated that while classmates’ sup-
port has no direct association with that outcome, parental
support plays a central role in predicting externalizing
behaviors. The association between classmates’ support and
externalizing behavior was fully mediated by youth victi-
mization. The current study highlights the importance of
support by peers, with whom they interact on a regular
basis, to adolescents’ well-being and functioning. The
results also indicate that parents are still significant figures
in adolescents’ lives. Those facts should be taken into
account when intervening with young people.

Keywords Peer support ● Adolescents ● Internalizing and
externalizing behaviors ● Peer victimization

Introduction

Social support plays a key factor in young people’s lives
(Davidson and Demaray 2007). Commonly defined as the
“perceived support and regard which significant others
manifest towards the self” (Harter 2012, p. 1), social support
has been found to positively affect children and youth’s
developmental outcomes and wellbeing (Cook et al. 2002;
Davidson and Demaray 2007; Demaray and Malecki
2002a, b; Jackson and Warren 2000). Furthermore, support
is negatively correlated with internalizing symptoms, such
as anxiety, depression, and withdrawal (Demaray and
Malecki 2002b; Herman-Stahl and Petersen 1996; McFar-
lane et al. 1995; White et al. 1998) as well as externalizing
behaviors such as aggression, acting out and conduct pro-
blems (Mishna et al. 2016; Wight et al. 2006; Walden and
Beran 2010).

Current research on the links between social support and
youth outcomes has explored a range of sources of support,
mainly including parent-child relationships, peer support,
and support within the school environment. It was found
that supportive relationships with parents are related to
children and youth’s increased wellbeing and global self-
esteem (Laible et al. 2004; Ross and Broh 2000), and to
reduced levels of depression and anxiety (Rueger et al.
2010; Wills et al. 2004). Furthermore, parental support and
warmth were found to protect adolescents from both bul-
lying victimization (Haynie et al. 2001) and perpetration
(Bowers et al. 1994).
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In addition to parental support, research has highlighted
the importance of teacher support in the lives of young
people, due to the considerable time spent at school. Sup-
portive relationships with teachers are associated with
children’s positive self-concept (Demaray et al. 2009) and
with lower levels of traditional physical and verbal peer
victimization (Furlong et al. 1995; Khoury-Kassabri et al.
2004).

Adolescence involves various transitions that may
modify youth’s relationships with some of their central
sources of support. Specifically, adolescents tend to lessen
their dependence on adults while increasing their reliance
on their friends. Support from one’s peer group becomes
vital in adolescence; young people tend to talk and to seek
emotional, instrumental and other forms of support, such as
advice, from friends (Bokhorst et al. 2010; Collins and
Laursen 2004; Scholte and Van Aken 2006). Some studies
indicate that friends are perceived as more salient sources of
support than parents during adolescence (e.g., Furman and
Buhrmester 1992), while others found no significant dif-
ference between levels of support by parents and peers (e.g.,
Helsen et al. 2000).

There is accumulating evidence that peer support is
negatively associated with internalizing behaviors
(Demaray and Malecki 2002a; Kendrick et al. 2012; Licitra-
Kleckler and Waas 1993; Newman et al. 2007). For
instance, in their study of approximately six hundred ado-
lescents, Rueger et al. (2010) found that perceived peer
social support was associated with lower levels of depres-
sion and anxiety. This association may be explained by the
main-effect model (Cohen and Wills 1985), arguing that
social support has a positive benefit for all children. This
model assumes that access to social support reduces psy-
chological problems by providing the individual with
helpful information and improving their sense of worth,
belonging, and security. In a study of approximately one
thousand high school students in the US, however, Windle
(1992) found that friends’ support was not associated with
levels of depression.

Studies examining the association between peer support
and externalizing behaviors similarly reported conflicting
results. Kendrick et al. (2012), for example, found that
higher levels of peer support were related to decreased
bullying (see also, Holt and Espelage 2007; Walden and
Beran 2010). A similar trend was reported with respect to
delinquent behaviors (Mcelhaney et al. 2006). Meadows
(2007), in contrast, found that peer support was positively
related to both minor and major offending (Razzino et al.
2004; Windle 1992). Nonetheless, in the latter research, and
in studies showing a similar pattern, peer relations typically
served as a risk factor when the peer group comprised
delinquent peers (see, for review and further discussion:
Meadows 2007).

This association between increased peer support and
reduced levels of externalizing behaviors may be explained
by the Primary Socialization Theory (Higgins et al. 2010)
which posits that behaviors are socially learned, and that
during adolescence peer groups play a major role in
affecting prosocial and delinquent behaviors. Youth with
weak bonds and low-quality friendships will be more likely
to connect with deviant peers, while adolescents with strong
and high-quality friendships will be less associated with
antisocial peers and, in turn, less involved in violence and
delinquency (Dishion et al. 2004).

The literature indicates the need to take into account
gender when examining peer support. Studies consistently
show that females’ perceptions of peer support are higher
than males’ (Helsen et al. 2000; Kendrick et al. 2012;
Demaray and Malecki 2003; Rueger et al. 2010; Tanigawa
et al. 2011). Nonetheless, the differences between boys and
girls in the way that social support buffers emotional and
behavioral difficulties, in the face of adversities, are
inconsistent.

In their study, Rueger et al. (2010), found that greater
classmate support was a significant predictor of reduced
internalizing behavior (i.e., levels of anxiety and depres-
sion), for boys but not for girls. This association was above
and beyond the effects of other sources of support, such as
from parents, teachers, and close friends (also see Davidson
and Demaray 2007). On the other hand, a study by Schmidt
and Bagwell (2007) found that having a close friendship
acted as a buffer against depressive symptoms in the face of
direct peer victimization for girls, but not for boys. Similar
inconsistencies have been reported with respect to exter-
nalizing behaviors. Kendrick et al. (2012), for instance,
found that increased support by friends was associated with
reduced bullying perpetration 1 year later for boys but not
for girls. In contrast, other studies found positive associa-
tions between peer support and delinquency for boys but
not for girls (e.g., Licitra-Kleckler and Waas 1993). These
inconsistent findings emphasize the need for further exam-
ination of the role of gender in the associations between
peer support and youth outcomes.

Peer victimization is a phenomenon of worldwide con-
cern (see, Sullivan Wilcox and Ousey 2011; DeVoe and
Murphy 2011), which might have a moderating effect in the
link between peer support and youth functioning. In
Canada, for example, according to the Canadian National
Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth, 12% of chil-
dren are bullied at school and 7% are bullied on the way to
and from school (see: Mishna and Van Wert 2015). The
Health Behaviour in School-Age Children (HBSC) survey
is a cyclical study that obtains information about a number
of issues, including bullying, from young people in coun-
tries around the world. According to the 1993/1994 cycle in
Canada, approximately 34% of boys and 27% of girls
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reported experiencing victimization occasionally and 42%
of boys and 28% of girls reported bullying others occa-
sionally. In the 2005/2006 cycle, the prevalence of occa-
sional bullying among Canadian boys and girls had not
decreased; 36% of boys and 35% of girls reported experi-
encing occasional victimization and 42% of boys and 34%
of girls reported occasionally bullying others. Overall, these
findings reflect a steady prevalence of bullying over time
(Mishna et al. 2010).

Although considerable research has examined the
association between support, victimization and inter-
nalizing and externalizing behavior, few studies have
explored the mechanisms underlying the effects of social
support on such outcomes and the role that peer victimi-
zation might play in that process. With respect to peer
support and victimization, peer friendships and relation-
ships play a significant role in bullying involvement
during childhood and adolescence (Espelage and Swearer
2011; Raskauskas and Stoltz 2007). Research has identi-
fied peer acceptance as a protective factor against peer
victimization (Demaray and Malecki 2003), and studies
have found an association between positive friendships
and lower levels of victimization (Bollmer et al. 2005;
Schmidt and Bagwell 2007). Victims of bullying tend to
have fewer friends and they are more rejected by their
peers at school (Hodges et al. 1999).

This association may be explained by the Friendship
Protection Hypothesis (Boulton et al. 1999). According to
this hypothesis, high quality friendships (i.e., lower conflict
and more support from friends) may decrease victimization
because such friendships increase coping strategies, and as a
result, may lessen vulnerability to victimization (Kendrick
et al. 2012).

There is enormous empirical evidence that victimization
by peers has detrimental effects on both the short- and long-
term well-being of victims. Victimized children were found
to be more vulnerable to many types of psychological dif-
ficulties and distress (Coie et al. 1992; Khoury-Kassabri
et al. 2004; Mishna 2012; Schwartz et al. 2006). They
experience higher levels of internalizing difficulties, such as
depression and anxiety, tend to report more loneliness and
lower self-esteem, as well as increased withdrawal and
isolation, compared with non-victimized young people
(Beaty and Alexeyev 2008; Bond et al. 2001; Demaray and
Malecki 2002a; Hawker and Boulton 2000; Tanigawa et al.
2011; Ttofi et al. 2011). Victimized children reported
skipping school more often than non-victimized peers
(Khoury-Kassabri 2012). Victimization by peers may, in
addition, lead to externalizing behaviors such as violence
and delinquency (Gorman-Smith et al. 2004; Massarwi and
Khoury-Kassabri 2017). A meta-analysis of longitudinal
studies found that, over time, peer victimization

significantly predicted increases in both internalizing and
externalizing problems (Reijntjes et al. 2011).

Based on the existing research, perceived peer support
might have a direct impact on externalizing and internaliz-
ing behavior (Demaray and Malecki 2002a; Demaray et al.
2009; Rueger et al. 2010; Wills et al. 2004). Alternatively,
the association between peer support and youth outcomes
may be indirect; students with high levels of perceived peer
support may be less likely to be victimized by others which,
in turn, may predict lower levels of internalizing and
externalizing difficulties (Wentzel 1998; Wentzel et al.
1990). The current study examined the mediating role of
peer victimization (being physically, verbally, or socially
bullied by another student) in the link between perceived
classmates’ social support and adolescent internalizing and
externalizing behaviors; in addition, the study examined the
moderating role of gender in the association between per-
ceived classmates’ social support and internalizing and
externalizing behaviors. (see Fig. 1).

The first research hypothesis in the current study was
that perceived classmates’ social support would be nega-
tively correlated with externalizing and internalizing
behaviors and with experiences of peer victimization. It
was further hypothesized that bullying victimization
experiences would be positively correlated with adolescent
externalizing and internalizing behaviors. The main aims of
the study were to examine the hypothesis that bullying
victimization experiences would mediate the association
between perceived classmates’ social support and adoles-
cent internalizing and externalizing behaviors; and the
hypothesis that gender would moderate the association
between perceived classmates’ social support and inter-
nalizing and externalizing behaviors. More specifically, it
was hypothesized that the link between social support and
externalizing and internalizing problems would be stronger
among girls than boys.

Classmate
Social Support

Externalizing / 
Internalizing

behaviors

Gender

Bullying 
Victimization

Fig. 1 Classmates’ social support, peer victimization and gender: A
moderated-mediation model predicting externalizing and internalizing
behaviors. Note: In this model parents’ support and teachers’ support
were controlled for

J Child Fam Stud (2019) 28:2335–2346 2337



Method

Participants

This study is part of a large-scale study on traditional and
cyber bullying among students in fourth, seventh and tenth
grades. Schools were stratified into three categories of need
(low, medium, and high) based on an index developed by
the school board through which schools were ranked on
external challenges to student achievement. Neighborhood-
level census data, used to develop the index, included
income and education levels, ratio of households receiving
social assistance, and ratio of single-parent families (Tor-
onto District School Board 2014). This sample stratification
ensured representation of ethno-cultural and socioeconomic
diversity. Of the 62 schools that were invited to participate,
19 agreed, which was a school participation rate of 31%.
The main reason principals gave for declining to have their
schools participate was an overload of research. Of the
3873 students invited to participate, 691 agreed. Twenty-
two student participants withdrew, resulting in 669 student
participants and a response rate of 17.3% during year one of
the study. We attribute this relatively low response rate to
the active consent process. The sample demographics are
ethnically representative and resemble the population in
gender distribution and in terms of those whose primary
language was not English (Toronto District School Board
2014; Mishna et al. 2016). The current article focuses on the
243 adolescents in grade 7 (60.1% females), because the
variables examined in the current study were not part of
questionnaires for grades 4 and 10.

Procedure

Ethics approval was obtained from the University of Tor-
onto Research Ethics Board and from the External Research
Review Committee at the partnering school board. Consent
to participate in the study was obtained actively and, with
approval of the school board, passively in years two and
three. Research assistants visited grades in the 19 partici-
pating schools to explain the study and distribute consent
forms. Parental/guardian consent was obtained for their
child to participate, if they were interested in participating
themselves, and/or if they consented to the research team
asking their child’s teacher to participate. Once parental
consent was obtained, teachers were invited to participate.

In anticipation that some questions could lead to distress
or disclosure of information of a potentially sensitive or
distressing nature, a protocol approved by both the Uni-
versity’s Research Ethics Board and the School Board’s
External Research Review Committee, was established to
identify and assist students categorized as in distress. All
children and youth identified as in distress were interviewed

individually in a private school setting by a clinically
trained research assistant, who was a Master of Social Work
student or who possessed equivalent education and
experience (Mishna et al. 2014). When warranted, partici-
pants were connected to appropriate services within the
school board.

Measures

Adolescents completed self-report questionnaires. In this
article we focus on the students’ demographics and on
measures capturing traditional bullying experiences, social
support, and internalizing and externalizing behaviors, as
specified below.

Internalizing and externalizing behaviors

The measures of externalizing and internalizing behavior
problems in the current study have been well-used and
determined to be reliable and valid (Achenbach 1991, The
Youth Self-Report). The Internalizing scale comprises 31
items referring to three patterns: withdrawal, somatic com-
plaints, and anxiety/depression. The externalizing sub-scale
includes 32 items referring to two patterns: delinquent
behavior and aggressive behavior. Each item is scored as
follows: 0= not true, 1= somewhat or sometimes true, and
2= very true or often true and refers to the adolescents’
evaluation of such behavior in the previous 6 months. The
measure of each sub-scale is based on the summation of the
scores of the items included in the sub-scale. The inter-
nalizing sub-scale score, therefore, ranges from 0 to 62 and
the score for externalizing behavior problems ranges from 0
to 64. It should be noted that the data were coded in such a
way that only the summative raw score for these sub-scales
are documented; therefore, internal consistency could not be
examined in this investigation.

Bullying victimization experiences

To measure children’s experiences of bullying victimiza-
tion, a questionnaire was developed building on the authors’
previous research and on the literature (Mishna et al. 2010;
Mishna et al. 2009; Olweus 2012; Pepler et al. 1993).
Respondents were asked how frequently they had been
physically (e.g., hit, pushed, shoved, slapped, kicked, spit
at, beaten up), verbally (e.g., called names, insulted, threa-
tened) and socially (e.g., excluded, gossiped about, rumors
spread) bullied in the previous 30 days. Student participants
responded to each type of victimization on the following
Likert-type scale: 1= never, 2= once or twice, 3= three to
four times, 4= every day. A principal component explora-
tory factor analysis showed that all three victimization items
are loaded on a single factor (eigenvalue= 2.10, accounting
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for 70.14% of the variance, loadings ranging from .70 to
.90). A composite bullying victimization measure (α
= .806) was therefore created by assigning one point for
each specific behavior the adolescent had experienced at
least once; the summative score, hence ranges from 0 (no
bullying victimization experiences) to 3 (at least three types
of bullying victimization experiences).

Social support

The Social Support Scale for Children (SSCC; Harter 1985)
assesses children’s support systems. We used three sub-
scales, each comprising 6 items, reflecting three major
domains of support in the lives of youth, derived from the
SSCC: (a) classmates’ support (α= .85) (e.g., “Some kids
have classmates who sometimes make fun of them BUT
other kids don’t have classmates who make fun of them”);
(b) parental support (α= .85) (e.g., “Some kids have parents
who don’t really understand them BUT other kids have
parents who really do understand”); and (c) teacher support
(α= .84) (e.g., “Some kids don’t have a teacher who helps
them to do their very best BUT other kids do have a teacher
who helps them to do their very best”). For each question,
the student was, first, asked to decide which kind of child is
most like him or her, the one described in the first part of the
statement or the one described in the second part of the
statement. Then they were asked to indicate whether for the
statement they chose, it is sort of true or really true for them.
For each statement, we recoded the scale to range from 1
(really true for me) or 2 (sort of true for me) when one of
the options of the first part of the statement was chosen, and
3 (sort of true for me) or 4 (really true for me) in case the
second part of the statement was chosen. Each support scale
was calculated based on the mean of items included in it,
and ranges, therefore, from 1 (low level of support) to 4

(high level of support). In this study, classmates’ social
support served as an independent variable and teacher and
parental support served as co-variates in the research model.

Socio-demographic characteristics

Adolescents were asked to report on their gender, academic
achievements (scaled from “Mostly A’s” to “Mostly D’s”),
and parental education (on a scale ranging from 1=High
school to 3=University).

Data Analyses

We first examined the descriptive statistics related to stu-
dents’ internalizing and externalizing behaviors and the
study’s independent, mediating, moderating, and control
variables. Second, bivariate analyses were conducted to test
the relationships among students’ internalizing and exter-
nalizing behaviors and the mediating, moderating, and
control variables using Pearson correlations. The correla-
tions among all other variables were also tested (Table 1).
Third, we tested the mediating role of experiencing bullying
victimization on the relationship between classmates’ social
support and youth’s internalizing and externalizing beha-
viors through traditional victimization, and the moderating
role of gender on the association between classmates’ sup-
port and internalizing and externalizing behaviors. To do so,
we used a Moderated-Mediation Model examined through
PROCESS analysis using SPSS (Model #5; Preacher and
Hayes 2008). In that model, the 95% confidence interval
obtained with 5000 bootstrap resamples was used (Preacher
and Hayes 2008). Once a bootstrap sample of the original
data is generated, the regression coefficients for the statis-
tical model are estimated. This procedure yields an upper
and lower bound - confidence interval - on the likely value

Table 1 Correlations among study variables (N= 243)

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Gender (0= Boys) 1.00

2. Academic achievements −0.01 1.00

3. Mother’s education 0.04 −0.06 1.00

4. Father’s education −0.05 −0.11 0.60** 1.00

5. Parents’ support 0.12 −0.15* 0.14 0.03 1.00

6. Teachers’ support 0.16* −0.19** 0.03 −0.08 0.53** 1.00

7. Classmates’ support 0.10 −0.15* 0.02 −0.02 0.46** 0.40** 1.00

8. Bullying victimization 0.01 0.11 −0.04 0.05 −0.19** −0.14* −0.35** 1.00

9. Internalizing behaviors 0.16* 0.01 0.05 0.02 −0.39** −0.20** −0.49** 0.33** 1.00

10. Externalizing behaviors −0.01 −0.06 −0.02 0.06 −0.43** −0.31** −0.30** 0.20** 0.63** 1.00

*p< .05; **p< .001
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of the indirect effect (Hayes 2013). The model controlled
for factors found in the bivariate analyses as significantly
associated with internalizing and externalizing behaviors
(parental and teacher support; see Table 1). We controlled
for students’ academic achievements and parental education
as they were found to be associated with the factors inclu-
ded in the model (Danielsen et al. 2009; Demaray and
Malecki 2003; Mishna et al. 2016).

Results

Most of the students in the study reported receiving school
grades that were A’s (40.8%) or B’s (51.7%), with only
2.1% of the students reported receiving C’s. The majority of
their parents have completed a university degree (mothers:
64.4%; fathers: 74.6%), whereas, as reported by the youth,
only 18.1% of the mothers and 12.4% of the fathers have a
high school education.

One in four students (25.1%) reported having experi-
enced a minimum of one type of bullying victimization at
least once during the previous month. Of those, 7.8%
experienced at least one bullying type, 11.9% experienced
at least two and 5.3% experienced three bullying types.
Students’ reports of their social support were relatively
high. On a scale ranging from 1 (low level support) to 4
(high level of support), the average of perceived parental
support was 3.48 (SD= 0.62); followed by an average of
3.33 of teacher support (SD= 0.63); and classmates’ sup-
port (M= 3.21, SD= 0.61). Repeated measures analysis
revealed that there is a significant difference in adolescents’
perceptions of the three support sources (F (232, 2)=
21.81, p< 0.001). Paired sample t-tests indicated that par-
ental support is significantly higher than classmates’ (t
(232)= 6.50, p< .001) and teachers’ support (t (232)=
3.74, p< .001), with the latter significantly higher than
classmates’ support (t (232)= 2.80, p< .01). On a scale
ranging from 0 to 62, the mean of children’s reports on
internalizing behavior was 11.21 (SD= 10.43). The mean
for externalizing behavior was 7.71 (SD= 6.73) on a scale
ranging from 0 to 64.

We examined the relationship among the study’s vari-
ables. As shown in Table 1, girls reported significantly more
internalizing behaviors than males. Surprisingly, no gender
differences were found with respect to externalizing beha-
viors. Consistent with our hypotheses, children’s reports of
social support by parents, teachers, and classmates were
significantly and positively associated with both inter-
nalizing and externalizing behaviors and negatively corre-
lated with students’ bullying experiences. Furthermore, as
hypothesized, bullying victimization was significantly and
positively associated with students’ reports of internalizing
and externalizing behaviors. No significant association was

found between students’ academic achievements and par-
ental education level and each of the internalizing and
externalizing behaviors.

In addition, the results in Table 1 show, that the more the
students reported internalizing behaviors, the more likely
they were to report displaying externalizing behaviors.
Furthermore, the results in Table 1 show that females’
perception of teachers’ support is significantly higher than
males’ perception, while no significant differences between
males and females were found with respect to perceived
parental and classmates’ support.

In this study, we utilized mediated-moderation models to
explain the variance in both internalizing and externalizing
behaviors among youth (see Fig. 1). The models explored
whether the associations between classmates’ support and
internalizing and externalizing behaviors, are mediated by
students’ bullying experiences, and whether gender mod-
erates the relationship between classmates’ support and the
outcome variables.

In line with our hypothesis, classmates’ support was
significantly and negatively associated with the mediating
factor – bullying victimization (B=−0.47, SE= 0.10, p
< .001). The greater the students’ perception of receiving
support from their classmates, the lower their exposure to
traditional bullying victimization.

The results show that after including the control variables
(parental and teacher support) in the regression equation, as
hypothesized, perceived classmate social support was found
to have an indirect effect on internalizing behaviors through
bullying victimization (B=−.92, SE= 0.43), with a boot-
strapped 95% CI around the indirect effect (BootLICI=
−1.95, BootULCI=−.23). As reported in Table 2, the
direct effect of social support by classmates on students’
internalizing behavior remained significant after including
the mediating factor, thus suggesting partial mediation.

Similarly, as expected, our results suggest that bullying
victimization mediated the association between classmate
social support and students’ externalizing behavior (B=
−.57, SE= .28, BootLICI=−1.22, BootULCI=−.10).
Contrary to our hypothesis, the results in Table 2 show that
the association between classmates’ social support and
students’ externalizing behavior is not significant, indicating
that the association between these two factors is fully
mediated by students’ experiences of bullying victimization.

Our model also examined the moderating effect that
gender has on the relationship between classmates’ support
and internalizing/externalizing behavior. The results, pre-
sented in Table 2, are consistent with our hypothesis
showing that gender significantly moderates the association
between social support from classmates and internalizing
behavior; the moderation effect of gender, however, was
insignificant regarding externalizing behaviors. As shown in
Fig. 2, the association between classmates’ support and
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internalizing behavior, was, as expected, stronger among
girls (B=−7.89, SE= 1.34, p< .001) compared with boys
(B=−3.72, SE= 1.56, p< .05). The model explained 35%
of the variance in students’ internalizing behaviors and 23%
of the variance in students’ externalizing behavior.

Discussion

The current study focused on the contributions of class-
mates’ support to youth adjustment difficulties and by
examining the mediating role of victimization and the

moderating role of gender on that association, among 243
7th grade Canadian adolescents. The examination of the
research model among adolescents is of special interest in
light of the changes youth experience during adolescence
including increased independence from adults and increased
reliance on peers. As, during that period, support received
from the peer group becomes significantly important
(Bokhorst et al. 2010; Collins and Laursen 2004; Scholte
and Van Aken 2006), one of the aims of the study was to
explore whether classmate support during adolescence
contributes to youth outcomes, above and beyond the
effects of other significant support systems (i.e., parents and
teachers).

Our results show relatively high levels of reported per-
ceived support by the three sources that were examined.
They show however, the highest perceived support received
from parents and the lowest from classmates. This finding
may show, that despite the possible decreased dependence
on parents, they remain significant figures in adolescents’
lives and while classmate support is less significant than
that of parents, it is still high and important (for similar
findings, see also, Bokhorst et al. 2010; Helsen et al. 2000).

In addition, our results revealed that girls reported higher
perceived teacher support compared with boys (Rueger
et al. 2010; Wentzel 1998). No significant differences were
found between boys’ and girls’ perceptions of parental
support (Demaray and Malecki 2002a; Malecki and
Demaray 2003; Rueger et al. 2010). Furthermore, contrary
to some previous studies (Rueger et al. 2008, 2010; Wentzel
1998), we found that perceptions of classmate support were
consistent across gender. In light of these findings, our
study sought to explore whether classmate support buffers
externalizing and internalizing behavior difficulties in a
similar way for boys and girls.

Internalizing Behaviors: Support, Gender, and
Victimization

Consistent with previous studies and with our hypotheses,
we found that the stronger the perceived social support from
various sources in adolescents’ lives (i.e., parents, teachers
and classmates), the lower the adolescents’ reports of
internalizing behaviors (Landman-Peeters et al. 2005;
Rueger et al. 2008). We found that classmates’ support has a
unique contribution to reduced adolescents’ internalizing
behaviors above and beyond the effects of parental and
teacher support (see also, Demaray and Malecki 2002a;
Kendrick et al. 2012; Licitra-Kleckler and Waas 1993;
Newman et al. 2007). Rueger et al. (2008) reported, simi-
larly, that perceived support from a general peer group with
whom adolescents interact on a regular basis (but not
necessarily their close friends) was negatively related to
their reports of internalizing behavior. The availability of

Table 2 Regression model summary of classmates’ social support,
peer victimization and gender: A moderated-mediation model
predicting externalizing and internalizing behaviors

B (SE)

Internalizing
behaviors

Externalizing
behaviors

Independent variable

Classmates’ support −6.23 (1.12)*** −6.33 (0.79)

Mediator

Bullying
victimization

1.97 (.70)** 1.21 (.50)*

Moderator

Gender (0= Boys) 4.22 (1.16)*** 0.60 (0.82)

Interaction effect

Classmates’ support
X gender

−4.17 (1.89)* −1.61 (1.34)

Control variables

Parents’ support −4.63 (1.19)*** −3.74 (0.84)***

Teachers’ support 1.55 (1.11) 0.88 (0.78)

Note: Internalizing behaviors: R2= 0.35; F(6, 225)= 20.46, p< .001

Externalizing behaviors: R2= 0.23; F(6, 225)= 11.09, p< .001

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p< .001
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supportive peers in adolescents’ lives possibly provides
them with the feeling that there are others in their envir-
onment, in this case others that are in their same develop-
mental phase, on whom they can rely when needed, which
may decrease their emotional difficulties (Cohen and Wills
1985).

In line with the ample existing evidence in the field, we
found that females have significantly more internalizing
difficulties than males (Angold et al. 2002; Kolip 1997;
Landman-Peeters et al. 2005; Lewinsohn et al. 1998; Wade
et al. 2002). One of the common explanations for increased
internalizing symptomatology among girls is linked with
the significant role of socialization on girls’ self-regulation,
increasing their vulnerability to internalizing problems, in
the face of interpersonal concerns and reactivity to stressful
life events involving others, compared with boys (Lead-
beater et al. 1999). There is inconsistency in previous
works, however, concerning the role of support for inter-
nalizing behaviors among adolescent boys and girls
(Colarossi and Eccles 2003; Rueger et al. 2008). The results
of the current study revealed that the relationship between
classmates’ support and internalizing behavior was sig-
nificantly negative for both males and females, but it was
statistically significantly stronger for females (see also,
Landman-Peeters et al. 2005; Schraedley et al. 1999). The
observed gender differences found in our study might be
explained in light of Gilligan’s (1982) work suggesting that
girls tend to turn to their social support relations for psy-
chological support, while boys turn more to instrumental
support. It might be assumed, therefore, that females are
more likely to benefit from the social support they receive
from their classmates, especially with regards to inter-
nalizing difficulties, because psychological support is a
central element in their coping.

Furthermore, the study’s results revealed that the asso-
ciation between teacher support and internalizing behavior
turn insignificant when classmate and parental support are
included in the model. The linkage between parental sup-
port and internalizing behaviors remained significant,
however, after including all the predictor variables in the
model. These findings support previous literature demon-
strating that parental support continues to be important for
boys and girls in adolescence, and continues to play a
crucial role in the positive development and safety promo-
tion of their adolescent children (Blum et al. 2003; Far-
rington 2005; Khoury-Kassabri et al. 2015; Massarwi, in
press; Özbay and Özcan 2008; Rueger et al. 2008).

In addition to the direct effect of classmates’ support on
adolescents’ internalizing behaviors, we aimed to explore
whether this association is mediated by adolescents’
experiences of peer victimization. Two interesting results
were revealed: first, consistent with our hypothesis, we
found that victimized children were more vulnerable to

internalizing problems (see also, Beaty and Alexeyev 2008;
Bond et al. 2001; Demaray and Malecki 2002a; Hawker and
Boulton 2000; Tanigawa et al. 2011; Ttofi et al. 2011).
Second, as hypothesized, the negative association between
adolescents’ perception of classmates’ support and inter-
nalizing difficulties was partially mediated by youth’s
experience of peer victimization, after controlling for the
effects of parental and teacher support. In other words,
students with high levels of perceived classmates’ support
were less likely to be victimized by others (Bollmer et al.
2005; Boulton et al. 1999; Demaray and Malecki 2003;
Kendrick et al. 2012), which in turn, predicted lower levels
of internalizing difficulties (Wentzel 1998; Wentzel et al.
1990). The findings indicating such significant partial
mediation mean that classmates’ support still has a direct
and significant effect on youth internalizing difficulties,
after controlling for all other factors in the model, including
peer victimization. This finding emphasizes once again the
important role classmates play in promoting adolescents’
well-being, not only in cases of stressful interpersonal
events but also in general. The availability of supportive
peers, with whom the adolescent can talk, share and seek
emotional and instrumental support possibly reduces psy-
chological problems by providing the individual with
helpful information and improving their sense of worth,
belonging, and security (Bokhorst et al. 2010; Cohen and
Wills 1985; Collins and Laursen 2004; Haber et al. 2007).

Externalizing Behaviors: The Role of Support and Peer
Victimization

Our findings showed that despite sharing some similarities
in their explanatory variables (such as classmates’ support),
internalizing and externalizing behaviors are affected dif-
ferently by some of the factors assessed in our model. The
results revealed, first, that, similar to internalizing beha-
viors, youth’s externalizing behaviors were, as expected,
significantly and positively associated with all support
sources: parents (Bowers et al. 1994; Massarwi 2017;
Massarwi and Khoury-Kassabri 2017); teachers (Khoury-
Kassabri et al. 2004, 2009); and classmates (Holt and
Espelage 2007; Kendrick et al. 2012; Walden and Beran
2010).

Contrary to our finding regarding internalizing beha-
viors, the association between classmates’ support and
externalizing behaviors becomes insignificant after con-
trolling for teachers’ support (their contribution to reduced
externalization was statistically insignificant) and parental
support (which was significantly related to externalization).
This finding was consistent among males and females.

As indicated earlier, these results emphasize the sig-
nificant role parents play in their adolescent children’s lives.
Parental support was found to predict lower levels of youth
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involvement in externalizing behaviors. It is important in
future studies to replicate the findings regarding the sig-
nificant contribution of peer support to internalization vs.
the insignificant contribution to externalization, above and
beyond parental and teachers support. These results
regarding parents’ contribution to decreased levels of
externalizing behaviors may be explained by Hirschi’s
Social Bond Theory (Hirschi 2002). According to Hirschi
(1969), children who have close relationships with their
parents, who have parental support and whose parents are
involved in their lives, might be less involved in violence
and delinquency, because they do not wish to jeopardize
these important relationships and lose their parents’ love and
respect (Khoury-Kassabri et al. 2015; Pickering and Vaz-
sonyi 2010; Wong 2005).

In addition, the results show that the association between
classmates’ support and youth externalizing behavior is
indirect and fully mediated by youth victimization. Students
with high levels of perceived peer support were less likely
to be victimized by others (Bollmer et al. 2005; Boulton
et al. 1999; Demaray and Malecki 2003; Kendrick et al.
2012), and reported less involvement in externalizing
behaviors (Wentzel 1998).

This association might be interpreted by Boulton et al.’s
(1999) Friendship Protection Hypothesis, according to
which the quality of friendships may decrease victimization
because it decreases vulnerability and increases coping
strategies (Kendrick et al. 2012). These coping skills might
be very effective in decreasing youth involvement in
aggressive and delinquent behaviors. Although classmates’
support has no direct effect on externalizing behavior, it still
has a central role in its negative contribution to peer victi-
mization, which in turn, is associated with externalizing
behaviors. Such findings help to elucidate variations in
adolescents’ behaviors and the factors explaining such
behaviors.

Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research

There are several limitations that need to be acknowledged.
First, the study focused on seventh grade students and
should be conducted with wider age group samples of
adolescents. Moreover, this study relied exclusively on the
adolescents’ reports. It would be beneficial in future studies
to include other informants, such as teachers and parents.
Future studies should include separate measures of instru-
mental and emotional support. The current study is based on
a cross-sectional design which does not enable causal
conclusions. Longitudinal research is required to further
understand the role of social support on peer victimization
and adolescents’ externalizing and internalizing behavior
problems. Whereas the current study examined parents’
support as a whole, it would be important to differentiate the

father’s and the mother’s support. Finally, it is recom-
mended that future studies replicate the findings of the
current study among adolescents from diverse cultures.
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