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Abstract Theory suggests that aversive social experiences
generate emotional maladjustment because they prompt the
development of a hypersensitivity to perceiving and over-
reacting to rejection. The primary aim of this study was to
test hypothesized direct and indirect (via rejection sensitiv-
ity) links of overt/relational victimization and friendship
conflict with early adolescents’ loneliness and depressive
symptoms. Participants were 366 Australian early adoles-
cents age 10-14 years (50.5 % girls). Using both a self-
report and peer-report measure of rejection sensitivity, no
difference was found when comparing the significant cor-
relations of each measure with loneliness and depressive
symptoms. Tests of direct and indirect associations with
structural equation modeling showed that adolescents higher
in relational victimization reported more loneliness and
depressive symptoms and part of this association was by way
of their greater self-reports of rejection sensitivity and their
peers’ identification that they were higher in rejection sen-
sitivity. Additionally, relational victimization was the only
unique correlate of emotional maladjustment, and adoles-
cents who reported more overt victimization were identified
by their peers as higher in rejection sensitivity. Finally,
gender and rejection sensitivity were tested as moderators.
No gender moderation was found, but friendship conflict was
associated more strongly with emotional maladjustment for
adolescents low, rather than high, in rejection sensitivity.

M. J. Zimmer-Gembeck (DX) - S. Trevaskis - D. Nesdale
School of Applied Psychology and Griffith Health Institute,
Behavioural Basis of Health, Griffith University, Gold Coast,
QLD 4222, Australia

e-mail: m.zimmer-gembeck @ griffith.edu.au

G. A. Downey

Department of Psychology, Columbia University, New York
City, NY, USA

@ Springer

These findings identify relational victimization as particu-
larly salient for emotional maladjustment both directly and
indirectly via links with elevated rejection sensitivity. They
show how rejection sensitivity and aversive experiences may
contribute independently and jointly to emotional malad-
justment for both boys and girls.
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Introduction

Adolescents’ aversive experiences with classmates and
friends, such as rejection and conflict, have unique roles in
predicting emotional maladjustment (London et al. 2007;
McDonald et al. 2010). Moreover, rejection sensitivity,
defined as the tendency to anxiously or angrily expect,
readily perceive and overreact to rejection can develop
following aversive social experiences (Chango et al. 2012;
Downey et al. 1998). Various cognitive models argue that
rejection sensitivity and similar sociocognitive processing
biases can help to explain why some children and adoles-
cents exhibit more maladaptive responses to aversive social
experiences and develop signs and symptoms of negative
social and emotional adjustment (Abela and Hankin 2009;
Downey et al. 1999). Thus, rejection sensitivity may be a
mechanism that can account for why aversive social
experiences coalesce in emotional maladjustment. The
general aim of the present study was to test this rejection
sensitivity model focusing only on early adolescents. We
extend existing research by measuring rejection sensitivity
with both the usual self-report measure and a new peer-
report measure. This allowed us to examine associations of
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multiple forms of peer relationship problems with early
adolescents’ emotional adjustment via both self-reported
and peer-reported rejection sensitivity, while also focusing
on gender moderation. Finally, we also examined whether
rejection sensitivity may exacerbate the correlational effect
of aversive peer experiences on early adolescents’ emo-
tional maladjustment.

Peer-Reported Rejection Sensitivity

The first extension on previous research was the develop-
ment and use of a new measure of rejection sensitivity based
on peer reports. This allowed for tests of self-reported and
peer-reported rejection sensitivity as mediators of associa-
tions between aversive peer experiences, on the one hand,
and loneliness and depressive symptoms on the other hand.
All of what currently is known about the role of rejection
sensitivity in adolescents’ socioemotional maladjustment is
based on self-reports of both the tendency to perceive and
overreact to rejection, as well as self-reports of emotional
and social problems. It follows that research efforts could be
enhanced if multiple informants provide reports of rejection
sensitivity. For example, this might reduce concerns about
using self-reports when there is the possibility of enhanced
recall of rejection (London et al. 2007) or overestimation of
rejection (Zimmer-Gembeck et al. under review) among
individuals higher in rejection sensitivity.

Students have been found to provide valid reports of many
behavioral and emotional aspects of their peers at school
(Swenson and Rose 2009; Weiss et al. 2002). In particular,
students have been found to be good informants about
emotional states, such as depressive symptoms, showing
significant accuracy in their reports when contrasted with
self-reports (Swenson and Rose 2009). It appears that young
people are good observers of their peers’ behaviors, such as
witnessing and reporting about withdrawing, being wary or
displaying negative affect more often than others (Rubin
et al. 2006), and they talk with their friends and other peers
about feelings (Zimmer-Gembeck and Skinner 2011). They
seem able to rely on these observations and interactions to
make judgements about depressive or other symptoms. We
expected that adolescents would also be good observers of
behaviors that indicate rejection sensitivity, such as overre-
acting in social situations, and reacting with anxiety and
anger quickly or excessively when there is a rejection threat
or when actual rejection occurs. We expected also that col-
lecting such information from a range of their peers would
enhance accuracy because students often spend years having
contact with the same agemates at their school, and they
often spend a great deal of time together and talk frequently
about both their friends and others in their wider peer net-
works (Adler and Adler1998; Pronk and Zimmer-Gembeck
2010). On this basis, researchers have recommended using

both self and peer reports of important variables in studies of
peer relationships and mental health (Nuijens et al. 2009;
Swenson and Rose 2009).

Loneliness and Depressive Symptoms: Links
to Aversive Peer Experiences

This study’s second extension on prior research was the
testing of a path model to examine multiple measures of
aversive peer experiences as correlates of rejection sensi-
tivity at the same time as examining associations of rejection
sensitivity with two aspects of emotional maladjustment,
namely loneliness and depressive symptoms. Almost all of
the past research on peer relationships, rejection sensitivity
and emotional adjustment has focused only on dislike
(rejection) by peers. In the present study, aversive peer
social experiences included overt/physical-verbal victim-
ization, relational victimization and friendship conflict.
Hence, past research was extended by focusing on a range of
important aversive peer social experiences as correlates of
adolescents’ emotional maladjustment.

Aversive Peer Experiences and Emotional Adjustment

Overt and relational victimization were important to con-
sider as correlates of socioemotional adjustment. Overt
victimization involves harm through physical aggression,
verbal threats or intimidation, whereas relational victim-
ization refers to the experience of harm through damage and
manipulation of peer relationships (e.g., spreading rumours
and social exclusion; Crick and Grotpeter 1995). Peer vic-
timization has been supported as a correlate and as an
antecedent of loneliness and depression (Card and Hodges
2008; Woodhouse et al. 2012). However, recent research
incorporating measures of both overt and relational victim-
ization tends to show that relational victimization is more
strongly associated with depressive symptoms and other
socioemotional adjustment problems than overt victimiza-
tion during late childhood and early adolescence, with
findings emerging from the USA, Canada and China (Cole
et al. 2010; Pepler et al. 2006; Sinclair et al. 2012; Yoshito
et al. 2012). Hence, in the present study, we anticipated that
relational victimization would be associated more strongly
with depressive symptoms and loneliness than overt vic-
timization. Although no previous research has examined
overt and relational victimization as correlates of early
adolescents’ rejection sensitivity, we also anticipated that
relational victimization, in contrast to overt victimization,
would have a stronger association with rejection sensitivity
given the known associations of rejection sensitivity with
depressive symptoms and loneliness.

In addition to victimization, we also considered friend-
ship conflict. Conflict has been argued to be one aspect of
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friendship that is particularly important to examine when
accounting for loneliness and depressive symptoms among
adolescents (Rubin et al. 2006). In one study, even after
accounting for other aspects of peer relationships, unique
associations were reported between child and adolescent low
friendship quality and greater loneliness and depressive
symptoms (Nangle et al. 2003). Based on these previous
findings, we expected that friendship conflict would have
unique associations with rejection sensitivity, depressive
symptoms, and loneliness after accounting for victimization.

Rejection Sensitivity as a Mediator

Rejection sensitivity has been described as a system of
processing social information that develops from negative
relational experiences and guides responses to current and
future situations (Downey and Feldman 1996). For exam-
ple, when negative social experiences occur, such as
rejection or victimization, the course of development will
include more negative views of relationships and greater
expectations that others will not be accepting or will be
rejecting (Downey et al. 1999; Downey and Feldman
1996). These expectations may create social problems that
eventually coalesce as loneliness and depression, given the
importance of intimate close relationships and belonging
for avoiding these mental health problems (Baumeister and
Leary 1995). Hence, theory suggests that rejection sensi-
tivity may be a mediator that can account for why ado-
lescents’ aversive social experiences are associated with
socioemotional adjustment problems.

Despite the availability of this rejection sensitivity model,
we could locate only six published studies of peer relation-
ships and rejection sensitivity (Butler et al. 2007; Chango et al.
2012; London et al. 2007; McLachlan et al. 2010; Sandstrom
etal. 2003; Wang et al. 2012), and not one examined rejection
sensitivity as a mediator of associations between aversive peer
experiences of victimization and friendship conflict and
emotional adjustment outcomes of loneliness and depressive
symptoms. Hence, guided by the rejection sensitivity model,
we anticipated that early adolescents’ aversive peer experi-
ences of victimization and friendship conflict would covary
with elevated rejection sensitivity. In turn, rejection sensitiv-
ity, as reported by self and peers, was expected to covary with
more emotional maladjustment in the forms of elevated
loneliness and depressive symptoms. Associations were
expected to be strongest for relational victimization, but we
also expected some unique associations of physical victim-
ization and friendship conflict.

Gender Differences

The third extension on previous research was the testing of
gender moderation, but it was unclear what differences to
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anticipate. On the one hand, the mental health consequences
of peer rejection and elevated rejection sensitivity have been
found for boys and girls (Downey et al. 1998; London et al.
2007), and no significant gender differences have been
found in three studies—two studies of early adolescents’
peer rejection, perceived social acceptance and depression
(Bauman 2008; Zimmer-Gembeck et al. 2007) and one
study of associations between early adolescents’ peer
rejection and rejection sensitivity (McLachlan et al. 2010).
However, on the other hand, most past studies of peer
relationships, rejection sensitivity and emotional adjustment
have focused on peer rejection only. Yet, gender differences
in associations may be more likely when the focus is on
victimization and friendship conflict. Victimization has
been found to differ between boys and girls. Early adoles-
cent boys are more overtly victimized than girls (Cullerton-
Sen and Crick 2005). Moreover, some studies have found
that early adolescent girls are reported by their peers to
inflict slightly more relational victimization than boys
(Crick and Grotpeter 1995), while others conclude relational
victimization does not differ between adolescent boys and
girls (Card et al. 2008).

Regarding friendship, gender differences have been
found. In one study, the association between friendship
conflict and greater emotional difficulties (e.g., depression,
loneliness and helplessness) was stronger for girls than boys
(Newman Kingery et al. 2011). Moreover, in theory,
friendship is expected to be more strongly associated with
girls’ than boys’ well-being (Rose and Rudolph 2006).
Hence, there are also reasons to expect gender differences.
Yet, overall, given the mixed findings and past evidence, we
did not make a priori hypotheses regarding gender moder-
ation of associations between victimization, rejection sen-
sitivity, depressive symptoms, and loneliness. However, we
tentatively anticipated that friendship conflict would be
associated more strongly with depressive symptoms and
loneliness for girls than for boys.

Rejection Sensitivity as a Moderator

The rejection sensitivity model (Chango et al. 2012; Downey
et al. 1999) and other theories of the development of emo-
tional problems (e.g., Abela and Hankin 2009) have raised
the possibility that particular dispositional traits or states
(such as high rejection sensitivity) and negative social
experiences (such as a history of less peer acceptance)
combine to be particularly problematic for emotional func-
tioning (Chango et al. 2012; McLachlan et al. 2010). Con-
sistent with these views, we tested whether rejection
sensitivity would moderate (change) how aversive peer
experiences were associated with depressive symptoms and
loneliness. It was difficult to predict whether moderation
would be found, however, because no previous study has
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examined rejection sensitivity in interaction with multiple
aversive peer experiences as correlates of early adolescents’
depressive symptoms and loneliness. Nevertheless, given
the widespread view that emotional problems are outcomes
of individual dispositions interacting with social experi-
ences, we expected that rejection sensitivity would moderate
the association of aversive peer experiences with depressive
symptoms and loneliness, with high rejection sensitivity
exacerbating negative outcomes in the face of aversive peer
experiences and low rejection sensitivity helping to protect
young people from maladjustment outcomes.

Early Adolescents

A final extension on past research was the inclusion of only
early adolescents in the present study. We focused on early
adolescents for three reasons. First, almost all other studies
have examined older adolescents’ peer relationships, rejec-
tion sensitivity and emotional adjustment exclusively or in
combination with early adolescents. It is important for
research to focus on early adolescents because overt, as well
as relational, types of victimization during adolescence are
prevalent and painful forms of rejection by peers, and are
especially prevalent in early adolescence (Cross et al. 2009;
Pellegrini and Long 2002). Second, peer group relationships
and friendships become more prominent sources of support
and social acceptance beginning in early adolescence (Rose
and Rudolph 2006; Rubin et al. 2006). Likewise, victim-
ization by peers and conflict with friends are common and
particularly potent negative experiences for early adoles-
cents. Finally, a third reason for the exclusive focus on early
adolescents was the significant changes in cognitions about
the self and others at this time of life. Such changes include
the development of more complex conceptions of the self,
which can be positive or negative and begin to stabilize
(Harter 2012), which may be linked to rejection sensitivity
and may be one reason that depressive symptoms escalate
and become more stable into adolescence (Nolen-Hoeksema
2001; Sinclair et al. 2012). Early adolescence is clearly a
distinct and important age period to examine peer relation-
ships, rejection sensitivity, and emotional maladjustment.

Study Objectives and Hypotheses

In the present study, we examined if self-reported and a new
peer-report measure of rejection sensitivity were each
associated with aversive peer experiences and depressive
symptoms and loneliness, and determined whether rejection
sensitivity reported by peers had unique associations after
considering self-reported rejection sensitivity. We expected
that the associations between aversive peer social experi-
ences and mental health outcomes would be partly indirect

with rejection sensitivity (reported by self and peers) as an
intermediary, as has been proposed in the rejection sensitivity
model (Downey et al. 1999; London et al. 2007). Moreover,
we expected that relational victimization, compared to overt
victimization, would have stronger associations with rejection
sensitivity and socioemotional adjustment, but that each of
relational victimization, overt victimization and friendship
conflict would play a unique role in rejection sensitivity and
socioemotional adjustment. Because mediation (i.e., indirect
associations) and moderation are two important processes that
might explain how rejection sensitivity plays a role in the
associations between peer relationship problems and adoles-
cents’ emotional adjustment, we also tested rejection sensi-
tivity as a moderator. In these analyses, we expected that high
rejection sensitivity would enhance the impact of aversive
peer social experiences on maladjustment and low rejection
sensitivity would protect against maladjustment in the face of
aversive social experiences. Further, gender differences in
associations (i.e., gender moderation) were tested between
aversive peer social experiences, rejection sensitivity, loneli-
ness, and depressive symptoms. We expected friendship
conflict to have stronger implication for girls’ rejection sen-
sitivity and socioemotional adjustment than for boys’ rejec-
tion sensitivity and adjustment, but did not make a priori
hypotheses about other associations.

Method
Participants

The participants were 366 early adolescents (age 10-14,
M = 12.1 years, SD = 1.0 year) from two schools in an
urban area of Australia. Overall, there were 181 boys
(49.5 %) and 185 girls (50.5 %) who participated. They
were in grades six (n = 129), seven (n = 125) or eight
(n = 112). Both schools contained students from the low-
middle to the high-middle range of socioeconomic status,
and ethnicity represented the region from which the
schools were selected, with approximately 90 % white/
Australian or New Zealander, and 10 % Asian, Aboriginal
Australian, Maori, Middle Eastern or from other socio-
cultural backgrounds. Participation in the study required
parental consent and adolescent assent. The parental con-
sent rate was 73 %, with most of the nonparticipants sim-
ply failing to return consent forms.

Measures
Loneliness

The Loneliness and Social Dissatisfaction Questionnaire
(LSDQ; Cassidy and Asher 1992) was employed to measure
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loneliness. The 13 self-report items had response options
ranging from 1 (not at all true) to 5 (very true). A sample
item reads, “I feel alone”. Of the 13 items in the LSDQ,
nine positively worded items were reversed to maintain
consistent direction of responses. Averaging all responses
created a total loneliness score, such that higher scores
indicated higher levels of loneliness. Cronbach’s o for the
current study was .91.

Depressive Symptoms

The short form (10 items) of the Children’s Depression
Inventory (CDI) was used to assess depressive symptoms
(Kovacs 1985). Participants selected one of three statements,
graded in severity, that best described how they had been
feeling and thinking over the preceding 2 weeks. Responses
to five items were reversed to maintain scoring consistency.
Participant responses to all items were averaged to provide a
total score, with higher scores reflecting greater severity of
depressive symptoms, Cronbach’s o = .80.

Rejection Sensitivity Self-Reports

Six items from the Children’s Rejection Sensitivity Ques-
tionnaire (CRSQ; Downey et al. 1998) measured anxious
expectations of rejection. The CRSQ included written
vignettes that implied the possibility of not being accepted
or being overtly rejected. Vignettes involved teachers (3
vignettes) or peers (3 vignettes). Two responses to each
vignette were used in this study to gauge children’s anxious
expectations of rejection. An example reads, “Imagine that
a famous person is coming to visit your school. Your tea-
cher is going to pick five kids to meet this person. You
wonder if she will choose YOU”. The first question asses-
sed anxious responses by asking how nervous they would
feel if they were in this situation. Responses to this item
ranged from 1 (not at all) to 5 (yes/extremely). The second
question assessed perception of the likelihood of an
accepting versus rejecting response from the others por-
trayed in the vignettes. An example reads, “Do you think
the teacher will choose YOU?”. Responses were 1 (NO!/),
2(no, I don’t think so), 3 (maybe), 4 (yes, probably), and 5
(YES!). To calculate total rejection sensitivity scores, the
response to the anxious item was multiplied by the response
to the reversed expectation item. Averaging these scores
across the six vignettes produced a single, total rejection
sensitivity score. Higher scores represented greater levels of
rejection sensitivity, Cronbach’s o was .79.

Rejection Sensitivity Peer-Report

For the current study a new scale was devised to measure
rejection sensitivity in adolescents as reported by their peers.
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Based on rejection sensitivity theory and the definition of
rejection sensitivity, scale items were created to measure
what was likely to be observed in a child high in rejection
sensitivity. Items were worded to focus on anxiety about
rejection, expectation of rejection and overreaction to
rejection. Six experts reviewed, discussed and modified the
scale items. The items were piloted with five children in the
age range of the research participants to ensure they were
readable, comprehensible and within the age group ability
level. The final scale comprised six items (see “Appendix”).

Students nominated up to three classmates for each
rejection sensitivity item. Nominations received were
summed for each participant, and totals for each item were
standardized within classroom following procedures used
for peer nominations developed in past research (Coie et al.
1982; Crick 1996). This resulted in six item scores that
could be subjected to factor analysis to examine whether all
items loaded on a single factor. Prior to conducting prin-
ciple axis factoring, assumptions of this analysis were first
investigated. The Kaiser—Meyer—Olkin Measure of Sam-
pling Adequacy (KMO) for the overall sample was good
(.87). Bartlett’s test of Sphericity was significant,
x2(15) = 1,307.6, p < .001, providing evidence for an
acceptable number of significant correlations between
variables. A clear 1-factor solution was extracted that had a
large eigenvalue of 4.0, with all other eigenvalues less than
1.0. Each of the six items had high factor loadings ranging
from .67 to .85, with all but two loadings at .80 or higher.
The six items accounted for 67 % of the variance in the
factor. Hence, a total score for peer-reported rejection
sensitivity was calculated by averaging the six item scores.
Higher scores indicated more rejection sensitivity. Cron-
bach’s o was .90.

Peer Victimization

The Children’s Social Behavior Scale (Crick and Grotpeter
1995) was used to assess overt (3 items) and relational
victimization (4 items). Overt victimization included harm
through physical aggression, verbal threats or instrumental
intimidation. Relational victimization included harm
through damage and manipulation of peer relationships. An
example of an overt victimization item was, “Kids threaten
to or do push, shove or hit me”. An example of a relational
victimization item was, “Kids leave me out on purpose”.
Responses for each item ranged from 1 (not at all) to 5 (a
lot). In the current study, total scores for overt victimisation
and relational victimisation were calculated by averaging
responses to each item, such that higher scores indicated
greater victimization. In the current study, Cronbach’s o
for the overt victimization items was .84 and Cronbach’s o
was .75 for the relational victimization items.
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Friendship Conflict

The 3-item conflict subscale from the Network of Relation-
ships Inventory (NRI; Furman and Buhrmester 1985) was
used to assess each child’s conflict with his or her very best
friend. Responses for the three items ranged from 1 (not at all)
to 5 (a lof). An example item was, “How much do you and
your friend disagree or argue with each other?”. Averaging the
items formed a total conflict score, such that a higher score
indicated greater friendship conflict, Cronbach’s o = .82.

Procedure

Approvals from the Human Subjects Review Committee of
the University and the appropriate school administration
bodies were attained prior to the commencement of the current
study. Schools were visited to distribute parent information
sheets and assent forms to students. Students took the forms
home to their parents and returned them to the school on
completion. Children with parental consent who also assented
to participate were given questionnaire booklets during reg-
ular class hours within their normal classrooms. Question-
naires were completed in two sessions held 2 weeks apart to
reduce student fatigue. Students without consent completed an
alternate task. It took approximately 20 min for students to
complete the items used in this study. Students were given the
opportunity to debrief with a psychologist.

Results

Association Between Rejection Sensitivity Self-Reports
and Rejection Sensitivity Peer-Reports

Correlations between all variables are shown in Table 1.
Providing some support for the validity of the peer-report

rejection sensitivity measure, there was a positive corre-
lation between rejection sensitivity self-reports and rejec-
tion sensitivity peer reports, r = .26, p < .0l. However,
this effect size was quite modest, as has been found for
reports from different respondents in past research mea-
suring peer rejection (e.g., about .40 or less; Zimmer-
Gembeck et al. 2007).

When the associations of rejection sensitivity self-
reports and rejection sensitivity peer-reports with loneli-
ness and depressive symptoms were compared, there were
no significant differences. The association between rejec-
tion sensitivity self-reports and loneliness, r = .42, and
rejection sensitivity peer-reports and loneliness, r = .43,
did not differ, r = —0.18, p = .57. Also, no difference was
found for the association between rejection sensitivity self-
reports and depressive symptoms, » = .37, when compared
to rejection sensitivity peer-reports and depressive symp-
toms, r = .29, t = 1.36, p = .09. Hence, although the
association between rejection sensitivity self-reports and
rejection sensitivity peer-reports was only modest, each
measure had quite similar associations with loneliness and
depressive symptoms.

Rejection sensitivity self-reports and peer-reports had
similar correlations with relational victimization, ¢ =
—0.70, p = .48, and with friendship conflict, t = —0.16,
p = .87. The positive association of rejection sensitivity
peer-reports and overt victimization, » = .40, p < .01, was
stronger than between rejection sensitivity self-reports and
overt victimization, r = .22, p < .01, t = 3.05, p < .01.

Gender Differences

Means and standard deviations for all measures and compar-
isons of boys and girls are also shown in Table 1. Boys
reported more overt victimization and friendship conflict than
girls, but boys’ and girls’ reports of relational victimization

Table 1 Bivariate correlations between all variables, means and standard deviations, and comparison of boys and girls (N = 366)

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Loneliness -

2. Depressive symptoms ST -

3. Overt victimization 39%* 37 -

4. Relational victimization ST A9 .64%* -

5. Friendship conflict 20%* 4% 18 21 -

6. Rejection sensitivity PR A3k 297k 407 36%* .08 -

7. Rejection sensitivity SR A42% 37k 2% 40 .09 26%* -

8. Age —.08* .03 —.02 —.03 2% .01 —.13*

M (SD) 1.98 (.76) 12.59 (2.92) 1.71 (.84) 1.70 (.73) 1.60 (.67) —.02 (.73) 5.98 (2.69)
Boys, M (SD) 1.95 (.76) 12.40 (2.95) 1.87 (.93) 1.70 (.72) 1.70 (.73) —.08 (.75) 10.31 (4.51)
Girls, M (SD) 2.00 (.76) 12.77 (2.87) 1.55 (.69) 1.71 (.74) 1.49 (.59) .05 (.72) 11.57 (4.94)
Gender comp, 1(364), eta’ —.58, .00 —1.21, .00 3.70%*, .04 —.14, .00 3.07*%*, .03 —1.72, .01 —2.54%,.02

PR peer-report, SR self-report, comp comparison
*p <.05, % p < .01
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did not differ. For rejection sensitivity, there was no gender
difference in peer reports of rejection sensitivity, but girls self-
reported more rejection sensitivity than boys. Loneliness and
depressive symptoms did not differ between boys and girls.

Multivariate Associations

SEM was used to test the direct effects of peer aversive
experience on rejection sensitivity and socioemotional
adjustment (loneliness and depressive symptom) and to
examine the indirect effects of peer aversive experience on
adjustment via rejection sensitivity by adding paths from
rejection sensitivity to depressive symptom and loneliness
in a second model. Models were estimated using AMOS
software with maximum likelihood estimation (IBM Cor-
poration). Model fit was assessed with commonly used
indices, including the y*-test and associated level of sig-
nificance, and the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) (Bentler
and Bonett 1980). The Root Mean Square Error of
Approximation (RMSEA) (Browne and Cudeck 1993)
provided an estimate of error due to approximate fit of the
models.

In these models, effects of friendship conflict on rejec-
tion sensitivity were not freed given that there were no
significant bivariate associations. The fit of the first model
testing only the direct associations of victimization with
rejection sensitivity, and direct associations of victimization
and friendship conflict with socioemotional outcomes, was
poor, x*(6) = 66.93, p <.001, CFI = .91, RMSEA =
.166 (90 % CI .132-.203), p < .01. The significant paths are
shown in Fig. 1. In this model, relational victimization was
associated with greater rejection sensitivity (self-reports
and peer-reports, .43 and .20, respectively) and worse

adjustment (.43 for loneliness and .42 for depressive
symptoms). In addition, overt victimization had a unique
association with greater rejection sensitivity peer-reports
(.27), and friendship conflict had a small but significant
association with greater loneliness (.09). When the four
paths that were not significant were removed, the fit of the
model was similar, ¥*(10) = 71.91, p < .001, CFI = .91,
RMSEA = .130 (90 % CI .103-.159), p < .01; ¥ -differ-
ence(4) = 4.98, p > .05.

In Model 2 (see Fig. 2), the freeing of paths from
rejection sensitivity to socioemotional adjustment measures
improved the fit of the model, x2(6) = 6.36, p = .38,
CFI = 1.00, RMSEA = .013 (90 % CI .000-.070),
p = .80, y*-difference(4) = 65.55, p < .01. All paths from
rejection sensitivity to socioemotional adjustment were
significant indicating that the adolescents who self-reported
or were reported by their peers as higher in rejection sen-
sitivity also reported greater loneliness and more elevated
depressive symptoms. There were some differences, but
also some surprising lack of difference, in paths from vic-
timization to rejection sensitivity self-reports compared to
rejection sensitivity peer-reports, and from the two mea-
sures of rejection sensitivity to socioemotional adjustment
outcomes. In particular, the paths from relational victim-
ization to rejection sensitivity self-reports and peer-reports
were significant (.41 and .19, respectively), but the former
association was stronger than the later. Similar findings
emerged for the paths from rejection sensitivity self-reports
and rejection sensitivity peer-report to depressive symp-
toms, with the path from rejection sensitivity self-reports
to depressive symptoms (.21) larger than the path from
rejection sensitivity peer-reports to depressive symptoms
(.09). In contrast, the path from overt victimization to

43
Relational . Loneliness
//t victimization |-43 Re]efc.tl(_)n R =27
sensitivity
42 DR
Self-reports
.63 2 R =18
> Overt
21 —» victimization | 54 17 41
18
| Friend§hip .09* Rejection Depretssive &’
\+ conflict sensitivity syanE ozms
Peer-reports R°=.25
R =.18

Fig. 1 Results of a structural equation model estimating direct
correlational path coefficients from peer aversive experiences to
rejection  sensitivity and socioemotional adjustment.  Note
%*(6) = 66.93, p <.001, CFI= .91, RMSEA = .166 (90 % CI
.132-.203), p < .01. All shown paths were significant at p < .01
except where noted with *p < .05. The three other possible paths
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from overt victimization to other measures and the one other possible
path from friendship conflict to depressive symptoms were also freed
but are not shown here because they were not significantly different
from 0. When these four paths were removed the model fit was
x*(10) = 71.91, p < .001, CFI = .91, RMSEA = .130 (90 % CI
.103-.159), p < .01
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rejection sensitivity self-reports was not significant (—.03)
but the path from overt victimization to rejection sensitivity
peer-reports was significant (.28). Also, the paths from
rejection sensitivity self-reports and rejection sensitivity
peer-reports to loneliness did not appear to differ (.23, .24,
respectively). Hence, for two measures (relational victim-
ization and depressive symptoms) associations appeared to
be stronger with rejection sensitivity self-reports than peer-
reports, whereas for two other measures in the model (overt
victimization and loneliness) this was not the case. Overall,
this model accounted for 18 % of the variance in rejection
sensitivity self-reports, 18 % of the variance in rejection
sensitivity peer-reports, 38 % of the variance in loneliness,
and 29 % of the variance in depressive symptoms.
Bootstrapped estimates of the direct, indirect (via rejec-
tion sensitivity) and total effects of aversive peer experience
on loneliness and depressive symptoms are shown in
Table 2. As can be seen, relational victimization had both
significant direct and indirect effects on loneliness and
depressive symptoms, with large total effects (.45 and .47,
respectively) and direct effects about 2-3 times larger than
indirect effects. Hence, adolescents’ perception that they
were relationally victimized was associated directly with
reports of greater loneliness and depressive symptoms, but
also victimization, in the forms of ostracism, gossip and
exclusion, was associated with greater sensitivity to rejec-
tion, which in turn was associated with more loneliness and
depressive symptoms. There were no significant direct or
indirect effects of overt victimization and friendship con-
flict on loneliness and depressive symptoms in this model.

Gender Moderation

Two-group (Boy/Girl) models were estimated to examine
whether the final model effects differed for boys and girls. The
first model constrained all paths to be equal for boys and girls
(equality constraint model). In the second model (gender-
specific model), we maintained the equality-constrained

intercorrelations between peer aversive behaviors, between
rejection sensitivity measures, and between loneliness and
depressive symptoms, but all hypothesized directional asso-
ciations were allowed to differ between boys and girls. Both
models had a good fit to the data, gender equality constraint
model *(27) = 37.35,p = .17,CFI = .99, RMSEA = .032
(90 % CI .000-.056), p = .89; gender-specific model
x*(17) = 24.91, CFI = .99, RMSEA = .036 (90 % CI.000—
.064), p = .77. Moreover, the fit of these two models did not
differ, xz—difference(IO) = 124, p > .20. Hence, freeing
these 10 pathways to estimate gender-specific coefficients did
not significantly improve model fit. This suggests that no path
significantly differed between girls and boys, and there was no
support for the hypothesis that aversive peer experiences and
loneliness would have more effect on girls’ symptoms than on
boys’ symptoms.

Rejection Sensitivity as a Moderator

Our final study aim was to examine whether rejection
sensitivity was a moderator of the negative associations of
aversive peer experiences with depressive symptoms and
loneliness. Because this involved testing 12 interactions,
we tested each interaction one at a time using the SPSS
macro, Process (Hayes 2013). Two of the 12 interactions
were significant and both involved friendship conflict. The
first significant interaction was between friendship conflict
and peer-reports of rejection sensitivity when the depen-
dent variable was depressive symptoms, B = —.539,
p = .013. The second significant interaction was between
friendship conflict and self-reports of rejection sensitivity
when the dependent variables was loneliness, B = —.027,
p = .006. All other interactions were not significant
(p from .073 to .962).

The two significant interactions were explored further
by plotting friendship conflict against predicted emotional
maladjustment at low, moderate, and high levels of rejec-
tion sensitivity (see Figs. 3, 4). As can be seen in these
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Table 2 Standardized direct,

S . Dependent variable Independent variable Direct Indirect Total
indirect and total correlational offects effects offects
effects of aversive peer _ _ _
re]at10n§h1ps on loneliness and Loneliness Overt victimization .00 .07 .07
depressive symptoms . e « % *
(N = 366) Relational victimization 31 .14 45

Friendship conflict .07 .00 .07

Depressive symptoms Overt victimization .00 .02 .02

Bias corrected bootstrapped Relational victimization 37+ 10% 47+
estimates using 1,000 samples . . .

Friendship conflict .00 .00 .00

*p < .01

figures, the associations between friendship conflict and
depressive symptoms (Fig. 3) and between friendship
conflict and loneliness (Fig. 4) were similar in pattern, with
each association weaker when rejection sensitivity was
high compared to low or moderate. This was primarily
because adolescents with high rejection sensitivity were
quite high in maladjustment, and their maladjustment was
not as strongly associated with their level of friendship
conflict. In comparison, friendship conflict was associated
more strongly with emotional maladjustment when ado-
lescents were low in rejection sensitivity. Hence, friendship
conflict was more relevant for understanding depressive
symptoms and loneliness in low and moderate rejection
sensitivity adolescents.

Discussion

Aversive social experiences often generate emotional mal-
adjustment among children and adolescents, but research on
the identification of the cognitive, emotional or behavioral
mechanisms that account for these associations is still in its
infancy. The primary aim of this study was to test hypothe-
sized direct and indirect (via rejection sensitivity) links of
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Friendship Conflict
Fig. 3 Illustration of the moderating effect of rejection sensitivity

(peer-report) on the association between friendship conflict and
depressive symptoms
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Fig. 4 Illustration of the moderating effect of rejection sensitivity
(self-report) on the association between friendship conflict and
loneliness

aversive peer experiences during early adolescence,
including overt/relational victimization and friendship con-
flict, with loneliness and depressive symptoms. Overall, we
had four aims in the current study. The first aim was to
examine associations between aversive peer experiences
(overt victimization, relational victimization and friendship
conflict), rejection sensitivity, loneliness, and depressive
symptoms. We expected that relational victimization would
have the most prominent associations with early adoles-
cents’ loneliness and depressive symptoms. The second
study aim was to test a key aspect of rejection sensitivity
theory, that there would be indirect associations of aversive
peer experiences with depression symptoms and loneliness
via rejection sensitivity, which was measured with self-
reports and peer-reports (Downey et al. 1999). The third
study aim was to investigate whether high rejection sensi-
tivity moderated (i.e., strengthened) associations between
aversive peer experiences and emotional maladjustment
(depressive symptoms and loneliness). Finally, the fourth
aim was to test for gender differences in associations
between aversive peer experiences, rejection sensitivity,
and emotional maladjustment.
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In total, there were six key findings of the present study.
First, as anticipated and consistent with previous research
on aversive peer experiences and emotional adjustment
among adolescents (Card and Hodges 2008; Cross et al.
2009; Zimmer-Gembeck and Pronk 2012), victimization—
both overt and relational—and friendship conflict (peer
aversive experiences) were associated with greater loneli-
ness and more depressive symptoms when simple associ-
ations were examined. Two of the three measures of peer
aversive experiences, overt and relational victimization but
not friendship conflict, also were associated with both self-
reported and peer-reported higher levels of rejection sen-
sitivity, with adolescents who felt more victimized
reporting more rejection sensitivity and reported by their
peers to be higher in rejection sensitivity.

Second, when we fit multivariate models, the findings
were in support of our hypothesis that relational victim-
ization would have the most prominent associations with
early adolescents’ loneliness and depressive symptoms. In
fact, relational victimization stood out as the only unique
direct correlate of loneliness and depressive symptoms,
which we did not anticipate. Moreover, as expected, rela-
tional victimization had indirect associations with early
adolescents’ emotional adjustment via greater self-reported
and peer-reported rejection sensitivity. Adolescents who
felt that they experienced more gossip, exclusion and other
relationally harmful behaviors were more lonely and
depressed, and relational victimization was both directly
harmful to their socioemotional health, as well as harmful
because of its link to greater sensitivity to rejection. These
findings reveal the powerful role of relational victimization
in socioemotional problems.

These findings extend past cross-sectional (Cole et al.
2010) and longitudinal (Sinclair et al. 2012) research that
has identified the greater harm of relational compared to
overt victimization for the formation of negative social
cognitions, and for the emergence of socioemotional
adjustment problems. Although rejection sensitivity was
not measured in this past research, previous findings sug-
gest that relational victimization is associated with beliefs
in the social world as a threatening and rejecting place. The
findings of the present study point to the strong association
of relational victimization with socioemotional problems of
early adolescents, and extends previous research to show
its important link to excessive sensitivity and negative
emotional reactions to rejection. Rejection sensitivity is
another important social cognitive processing pattern that
helps to explain why children exhibit depressive symptoms
and feel lonelier relative to their peers.

A third finding was that there were no associations of
friendship conflict with rejection sensitivity, even when
bivariate associations were examined. Also, there were no

significant unique direct associations of friendship conflict
with socioemotional adjustment in the multivariate model.
Hence, relational victimization was the only unique corre-
late of depressive symptoms and loneliness. Why might this
be the case? As others have argued (see Sinclair et al. 2012),
it could be that relational victimization, given its covert
nature, is more resistant to intervention either by victims or
by others. Relational victimization also might be easier to
maintain and, hence, be more chronic than physical/overt
victimization given its covert nature. Moreover, relational
victimization might be more difficult for young people to
understand, which could limit their capacities to implement
cognitive or behavioral actions to aid optimum coping. We
can add to this that early adolescents prefer self-manage-
ment of bullying and victimization, but increasingly do
want to seek support from peers, rather than from adults, for
interpersonal stress at school (Zimmer-Gembeck and
Skinner 2011). This could make relational victimization
particularly difficult given that it is targeted toward dam-
aging relationships, especially relationships with those who
can provide the very support that early adolescents prefer. It
also might be exceedingly difficult given the far-reaching
threat to self-perceptions and social relationships, which
together can exceed the limits of adolescents’ own social
and cognitive capacity to change.

Similar arguments might be made about friendship
conflict. Relational aggression and victimization can occur
within friendship groups, with some victimized adolescents
connected to popular or high status groups but others more
isolated from their peers (Zimmer-Gembeck et al. 2013).
Friendship conflict has both positive and negative compo-
nents. Friendship conflict is probably a normal part of
many close friendships, but it may be that the most nega-
tive and distressing aspects of friendship conflict involve
relational aggression and victimization. The short measure
of friendship conflict used in the present study might have
been insufficient to assess when conflict was highly aver-
sive and implied rejection versus when it was a normal part
of close friendships and was positively resolved or easily
negotiated. In future research, friendship intimacy and
conflict resolution might be taken into account.

The fourth finding was that rejection sensitivity did
moderate the association between friendship conflict and
emotional adjustment, but none of the other possible ten
moderation effects were supported suggest the same.
Hence, friendship conflict was associated with emotional
maladjustment but this association differed depending on
early adolescents’ level of rejection sensitivity. In partic-
ular, moderation was supported for friendship conflict by
peer reports of rejection sensitivity when examining
depressive symptoms, and was supported for friendship
conflict by self-reports of rejection sensitivity when
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examining loneliness. Nevertheless, these findings of only
two moderation effects out of the 12 tested suggest that
moderation does not extend across different forms of peer
relationship problems and may only occur with one or the
other measure of rejection sensitivity used here.

Moreover, the two moderation effects that were found
were not consistent with our expectations. Although we did
find that adolescents with high rejection sensitivity and
highly aversive social experiences were particularly high in
emotional maladjustment, we did not find that aversive
social experience was more strongly associated with
depressive symptoms and loneliness in this high rejection
sensitivity group. Instead, high rejection sensitivity seemed
to identify young people with adjustment problems
regardless of their level of aversive peer experiences (in
this case, friendship conflict), and it was adolescents with
low rejection sensitivity that seemed most affected by their
social experiences. Although further research clearly is
needed to confirm and expand upon these findings, this
seems to suggest that dispositional factors that infuse the
adolescent with negative views and expectations of rejec-
tion may overshadow any enhancement to adjustment that
could come from positive social experiences. Also, when
adolescents’ dispositions are more positive, social experi-
ences deserve attention because they can have an enhanced
impact on their adjustment. These findings are consistent
with recent research that identifies the cost of negative self
and relationship views for emotional functioning even
when relationships are positive, but also the impact that
negative social experiences can have when they are
inconsistent with positive views of the self and others
(Zimmer-Gembeck et al. 2007).

A fifth finding was that overt victimization was asso-
ciated with greater peer reports of rejection sensitivity,
despite having no unique direct or indirect associations
with emotional adjustment in the multivariate model.
Hence, perceived overt victimization was relevant to
peers’ observations of their classmates as more highly
sensitive and reactive to rejection. This is the first study
that has shown that rejection sensitivity, when the
respondent is other than the self, can identify the negative
impact of overt victimization on rejection sensitivity even
after accounting for the strong effects of relational
victimization.

The sixth finding was that we found no evidence of
gender moderation of any associations in our multivariate
model. Although some past research has found that vic-
timization may be more strongly associated with depres-
sive symptoms or loneliness or with self-conceptions for
one gender or the other (Sinclair et al. 2012) and
friendship conflict may be more damaging to the socio-
emotional adjustment of girls than boys (Newman Kin-
gery et al. 2011), our findings better support the universal
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theoretical significance of aversive social experiences for
a range of mental health disorders (Baumeister and Leary
1995). However, consistent with other research on the
differences in levels of many of the variables measured in
the present study (Zimmer-Gembeck et al. 2005), we did
find differences in levels of overt victimization and
friendship conflict, with boys reporting more than girls.
We also found that girls report more rejection sensitivity
than boys.

Finally, another aspect of this study also deserves dis-
cussion. A unique extension on previous research was the
development of a peer-report measure of rejection sensi-
tivity, which was found to be correlated modestly with self-
reported rejection sensitivity. Surprisingly, however, this
correlation was stronger than was found in previous
research focused on reports of internalizing behaviors
within friendship dyads (Swenson and Rose 2009). Addi-
tionally, each measure had similar associations with
depressive symptoms and loneliness, and similar associa-
tions with other measures when bivariate associations were
compared, and most of these remained significant in the
multivariate model. These are striking results for a peer-
report measure given that the majority of past research
considers self-views more predictive of mental health
problems than views from other reporters (Graham et al.
2003; Zimmer-Gembeck et al. 2007). Future research to
replicate and extend the understanding of peer-reported
rejection sensitivity will be important for understanding
how children make these judgements about rejection sen-
sitivity, and whether peer-reported rejection sensitivity is
associated with other problem symptoms and behaviors.
This strongly suggests that adolescents do observe and can
report some of the cognitive and affective patterns that are
linked to overperceiving rejection and being more emo-
tionally reactive when it is perceived. What adolescents
particularly attend to in order to make these interpretations
of others is a topic for future research.

In addition to the limited measure of friendship conflict,
there are three other study limitations to mention. First,
mostly white Australians participated, which limits gener-
alizability. Second, all associations were concurrent.
Hence, no conclusions about temporal associations or
direction of effects can be made. However, the findings are
consistent with other longitudinal research of conceptions
of relationships and socioemotional adjustment. Yet, it is
possible that depressive symptoms and loneliness also
precede aversive peer relationships and rejection sensitivity
(Tran et al. 2012) making associations bidirectional and
reciprocal, or that loneliness may play a role in the
development of depression over time (Epkins and Heckler
2011). Third, all measures were self-report except the peer-
report of rejection sensitivity. This was intentionally done
to examine how peer-reports of rejection sensitivity might
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be used to identify and predict self-perceived socioemo-
tional adjustment. However, future research could benefit
from gathering information about victimization from peers.

Conclusions

Previous research has recognised rejection sensitivity as
an important correlate of social and emotional problems
among adolescents and adults (Downey and Feldman
1996; Downey et al. 2004). Yet, the pathways linking
multiple forms of aversive peer experiences (overt vic-
timization, relational victimization, and friendship con-
flict) to depressive symptoms and loneliness via early
adolescents’ rejection sensitivity had not been examined
previously. Therefore, one new finding of the present
study was the identification of relational victimization as a
unique correlate of early adolescents’ loneliness and
depressive symptoms, which is direct but also partly
indirect via their rejection sensitivity. Additionally, by
incorporating a peer-report measure of rejection sensitivity
in addition to the commonly used self-report measure, it
was shown that these associations extend beyond common
method variance. Moreover, moderation also was tested,
which showed the importance of examining early ado-
lescents’ rejection sensitivity combined with their friend-
ship conflict to understand their unique and interactive
roles in depressive symptoms and loneliness. Taken
together, these findings suggest a significant role of rela-
tional victimization in expectations and anxiety about
rejection, which account for early adolescents’ greater
loneliness and more elevated depressive symptoms. They
also suggest that high rejection sensitivity is a particular
concern given its link with elevated levels of emotional
maladjustment even when adolescents report few aversive
peer experiences, but findings also suggest the importance
of aversive peer experiences especially among adolescents
low or moderate in rejection sensitivity. Future research
could extend the model tested here to include additional
antecedents and outcomes of rejection sensitivity, when
measured using multiple methods.

Investigating mediational pathways and interactions
between individual characteristics (such as rejection
sensitivity) and social histories have the potential to
identify when and why the symptoms of depression and
loneliness emerge and escalate over time (see also
Rudolph and Asher 2000; Rudolph et al. 2000). Hence,
the current findings also have applied implications. First,
interventions focused on rejection sensitivity and a his-
tory of social problems or success might be required
starting prior to early adolescence to have positive effects
on adolescents’ emotional and social development. Sec-
ond, practitioners should assess rejection sensitivity and

social relationship experiences, preferably relying on
multiple reporters, to determine what to address to reduce
depressive symptoms and loneliness. For some young
people, they may need more assistance with perceptual
and processing biases, but other young people may ben-
efit for a stronger emphasis on social intervention to
practice forming new friendships and improve existing
relationships with peers and others. Third, peers could be
allies in these processes given their ability to report about
the problems that may be occurring with others in their
school. They may be able to provide information useful
for identifying young people at risk and also be important
participants in school-based interventions.

Overall, these results suggest the importance of focusing
on aversive peer experiences, particularly relational vic-
timization, as well as early adolescents’ tendency to ov-
erperceive and overreact to rejection, in order to
understand the development of depression and loneliness.
The findings also raise the possibility of focusing more
intense efforts on interventions that address relational
victimization and rejection sensitivity, also making a case
for the roles of peers in identifying those at risk who may
benefit from such interventions. Taken together, a focus on
aversive peer experiences and rejection sensitivity is
important for moving forward research to understand
adolescents’ emerging symptoms of depression and feel-
ings of loneliness and to intervene to improve their
adjustment during adolescence and into adulthood.
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Appendix: Peer Nomination Measure of Rejection
Sensitivity

e Item 1. Who expects that other kids won’t like or accept
them? (Factor loading = .80).

e Item 2. Who worries that they will be left out of groups
or activities? (Factor loading = .80).

e Item 3. Who gets angry when they expect to be left out
of groups or activities? (Factor loading = .67).

e Item 4. Who expects to be left out of groups or
activities? (Factor loading = .80).
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e Item 5. Who worries that others won’t like or accept
them? (Factor loading = .85).

e Item 6. Who overreacts when they think others won’t
like or accept them (Factor loading = .71).
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