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Abstract
Despite the well-established relationship between early experiences of victimization and later re-victimization, little is
known about the exact mechanism of this cycle of victimization. The present study examined whether the route from
rejection sensitivity to aggression mediates the associations between different forms of childhood abuse and later peer
victimization longitudinally. A total of 3525 adolescents (56.6% male; Mage= 13.21 ± 0.85) participated in this three-wave
study, with a 6-month lag and a 9-month lag respectively. The results indicated that the association between childhood
emotional abuse and peer victimization were independently mediated by aggression, and sequentially mediated by rejection
sensitivity and aggression in both sexes. Sex differences existed regarding the association between childhood physical abuse
and aggression, such that only in adolescent boys did physical abuse show significant effect on aggression, resulting in later
peer victimization. In general, these findings suggest that maladaptive social-cognitive processes and behavioral patterns are
crucial for understanding the mechanism of the vicious cycle of victimization, and sex differences must be considered when
examining different types of childhood abuse.
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Introduction

Peer victimization refers to the harm caused by other peers
acting outside of the norms of appropriate conduct,
including both direct and indirect forms (Finkelhor et al.,
2012). Peer victimization has become a major social pro-
blem for children and adolescents across the world
(Arseneault et al., 2010), hampering their mental health
(Ybrandt & Armelius, 2010), and resulting in serious long-
term maladaptation (Olweus, 2013). In China, researchers
found that a total of 42.9% of Chinese adolescents had
suffered from victimization by peers (Chen et al., 2018),
which is higher than the international prevalence, and also
leads to mental problems (Koyanagi et al., 2019). Under-
standing the risk antecedents and mechanisms leading to
peer victimization is important for developing related
interventions and policies. Early childhood victimization,

such as childhood abuse are associated with later victimi-
zation. This study aimed to examine the effects of childhood
emotional and physical abuse on later peer victimization
with a large-sample, longitudinal dataset and investigated
the mediating role of rejection sensitivity and aggression in
the relationships between childhood abuse and later peer
victimization.

Cycle of Victimization: Childhood Abuse and
Adolescent Peer Victimization

Childhood abuse is a major public health issue that has
severe social and individual consequences (Tolan et al.,
2006). The organizational perspective of development
posits that mental structures shaped by previous experiences
are incorporated into subsequently emerging ones
(Cicchetti, 2016). This suggests that maltreated children
internalize their relationships with their caregivers (McDo-
well & Parke, 2009), further disrupting their interactions
with peers (Banny et al., 2013). In line with this perspective,
the ecological-transactional model of child abuse hypothe-
sizes that childhood abuse could lead to subsequent peer
problems, especially peer victimization (Cicchetti et al.,
2000), resulting in a cycle of victimization (Widom, 2014).
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Previous researches demonstrate relationship between
childhood abuse and peer victimization (Lereya et al.,
2013), that childhood maltreatment (e.g., childhood abuse)
increased exposure to other types of victimization in ado-
lescence (Radford et al., 2013).

Although numerous works establish the associations
between childhood abuse and peer victimization, most of
these works focus on childhood maltreatment and peer
victimization as a whole (Yoon et al., 2021), or the specific
associations between childhood sexual abuse and sexual re-
victimization in adulthood (Fereidooni et al., 2023).
According to the interconnection theory of interpersonal
violence (Hamby & Grych, 2013), examination of a certain
type of childhood abuse in isolation could result in insuf-
ficient understanding of its impacts since that different
childhood abuse could confound the effects of each other.
Among categories of childhood abuse, emotional and phy-
sical abuse are more prevalent compared to sexual abuse
and could cause severe developmental consequences
(Stoltenborgh et al., 2015). More importantly, emotional
and physical abuse have a high rate of co-occurrence but
traverse varying mechanisms to result in different con-
sequences including peer victimization (e.g., Gardner et al.,
2019). Therefore, inclusion of both emotional and physical
abuse would help unveil and clear out the mechanisms
between them. Additionally, peer victimization has also
been proposed to be consisted of direct (e.g., physical,
verbal) and indirect (e.g., relational) forms, which are dis-
tinct (Finkelhor et al., 2012), and associated with varying
maladaptation (Casper & Card, 2017). However, existing
work on the link between childhood emotional and physical
abuse and different forms of victimization is limited.
Moreover, most work conducted in Chinese context utilized
cross-sectional designs (e.g., Xiao et al., 2021), leaving the
longitudinal effects of childhood abuse on peer victimiza-
tion unexplored. To better examine the associations
between both childhood emotional and physical abuse and
peer direct and indirect victimization in Chinese adoles-
cents, longitudinal studies that include baseline levels of
peer victimization are needed (Goemans et al., 2023).

Aggression as a Potential Mediator

Although cumulative work has shown that childhood abuse
can lead to re-victimization at some point during the life-
span, the mechanisms through which childhood abuse
exerts its influence remain unclear (Benedini et al., 2016).
The ecological-transactional model of child abuse posits
that childhood abuse could lead to a range of regulatory
deficits, such as heightened aggression, which in turn
impede the achievement of future developmental tasks (e.g.,
formation of peer relations; Cicchetti & Toth, 2009). This
ultimately indicates that aggression might be a crucial factor

linking childhood abuse and peer victimization. Aggression
refers to behaviors directed toward another individual with
the proximate intent to cause harm (Anderson & Bushman,
2002). Previous study found relationships between child-
hood abuse and aggression (Card et al., 2008), such that
childhood abuse could result in heightened aggression
(Rogosch et al., 2009). Also, numerous researches showed
that aggressive behaviors are associated with higher levels
of peer victimization (e.g., Cooley et al., 2017). Moreover,
several studies examined the potential role of aggression in
the relationship between childhood abuse and peer pro-
blems and found significant mediated effects of aggression.
For example, aggressive behaviors significantly mediated
the relationships between childhood maltreatment and peer
problems, such as peer conflict (Handley et al., 2019), and
peer rejection (Bolger & Patterson, 2001). However, exist-
ing work examining the role of aggression has mainly
focused on the effects of childhood maltreatment as a whole
on peer relationships (e.g., Allen et al., 2021), overlooking
the effects of specific types of childhood abuse on peer
victimization. Thus, the potential role of aggression in the
relationship between childhood emotional and physical
abuse and peer direct and indirect victimization remains
unclear. To fill this gap, the first aim of the current study
was to examine the potential mediating role of aggression
on both childhood emotional and physical abuse and peer
direct and indirect victimization in adolescence.

Rejection Sensitivity as Potential Mediator: Proceed
toward Aggression

Rejection sensitivity refers to an individual’s tendency to
anxiously or angrily expect and readily perceive rejection,
even if the rejection does not actually exist (Zimmer-
Gembeck et al., 2016). Rejection sensitivity is proposed to
be a crucial factor in the pathway from early victimization
to later peer victimization. According to the rejection sen-
sitivity model (Downey, Freitas et al., 1998), poor social
affiliation and attachment caused by early childhood
rejecting environments (e.g., abuse) lead to biases in social
cue processing, frequently manifesting as heightened sen-
sitivity to rejection. This in turn results in misinterpretation
of peers’ social behaviors and further increases the possi-
bility of being victimized (London et al., 2007). Previous
research showed potential relationships between childhood
abuse, rejection sensitivity, and peer victimization (Beren-
son & Andersen, 2006), indicating that rejection sensitivity
is associated with childhood abuse (Xu et al., 2022) and
experiences of victimization (Gao et al., 2021). Only few
studies have examined the potential role of rejection sen-
sitivity in the relationship between childhood abuse and
later victimization, with one study conducted in adult
interpersonal context with only female sample (Kahya,
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2021) and the other conducted using a cross-sectional
design (Li et al., 2023). Thus, the role of rejection sensi-
tivity in the longitudinal relationship between childhood
abuse and victimization in an adolescent peer context is still
unclear especially with a focus on different subtypes of
childhood abuse. Therefore, the second aim of the current
study was to investigate the mediating effect of rejection
sensitivity on the association between both emotional and
physical abuse and peer direct and indirect victimization.

When considering the potential mechanisms regarding
how childhood abuse leads to peer victimization, a
sequential route seems to be neglected in previous research.
The model of cascading consequences of childhood abuse
explicitly posits that the consequences of childhood abuse
are multifaceted among which a cascade of developmental
consequences, such as the interplay between cognitive and
behavioral consequences on peer problems, can be spotted
(Widom, 2014). In other words, the mechanisms of how
childhood abuse leads to peer victimization are complex
and can be better captured by developmental sequences.
Researchers have begun to unveil the sequential mechanism
of the cycle of victimization (e.g., Miller et al., 2022). For
instance, prior research found that the interplay between
externalizing problems and peer status linked early victi-
mization with later one (Yoon et al., 2018). However,
rejection sensitivity, being a crucial factor for carrying over
consequences of interpersonal victimization from one set-
ting to another through a heightened sense of aggression
(Levy et al., 2006), has been overlooked. To better capture
how the cycle of victimization occurs, it is necessary to
consider the potential developmental pathway from rejec-
tion sensitivity to aggression.

Implied by the defensive motivational system hypoth-
esis, rejection sensitivity does not lead to peer victimization
directly, but via induced misbehaviors toward peers, such as
aggression, which results in a pathway from rejection sen-
sitivity to further aggression (Romero-Canyas et al., 2010).
Furthermore, based on the convergent model of inter-
personal difficulties, rejection sensitivity is one key factor
resulting from early victimization and followed by a series
of maladaptive outcomes (e.g., aggressive behaviors),
which ultimately induce the emergence of future inter-
personal difficulties, such as peer victimization (Lesnick &
Mendle, 2021). Empirical work has evidenced associations
between rejection sensitivity and heightened aggression.
For instance, previous research found that participants high
in rejection sensitivity allocated significantly more hot
sauce (loathed by the participant’s match and typically
cause painful feelings) to cause unpleasant feelings to oth-
ers, indicating higher levels of aggression (Ayduk et al.,
2008). Additionally, a meta-analysis found that the asso-
ciation between rejection sensitivity and aggression was
robust and significantly related to later victimization (Gao

et al., 2021), further indicating that the association between
rejection sensitivity and elevated aggression could be an
important mechanism for explaining the cycle of
victimization.

However, to date, no study has examined the potential
developmental mechanism from rejection sensitivity to
aggression in the cycle of victimization, or considered the
distinction of different types of childhood abuse. As a
result, the complex question of how exactly the cycle of
victimization occurs remains unanswered. Therefore, the
third aim of the current study was to examine the potential
sequential route from rejection sensitivity to aggression in
the relationship between different forms of childhood abuse
and peer victimization.

Sex Differences

Sex has also been considered an important factor account-
ing for variation in the manifestation of the cycle of victi-
mization. Sex differences in childhood abuse, peer
victimization, rejection sensitivity, and aggression have
separately been identified. For instance, among Chinese
adolescents, girls experienced relatively lower levels of both
emotional and physical abuse and significantly higher levels
of consequent maladaptation compared to boys (Xiao et al.,
2020). Further, girls experience significantly higher levels
of peer victimization (Arseneault et al., 2010) and manifest
heightened rejection sensitivity when compared to boys
(Maiolatesi et al., 2022). As for aggression, males typically
perpetrate more aggressive behaviors than females (Zeich-
ner et al., 2003). Although sex differences in each variable
of interest were found in previous work, whether sex
impacts the associations between these variables is unclear.
Based on the convergent model of interpersonal difficulties,
childhood abuse could result in differential developmental
routes across sexes, especially those associated with rejec-
tion sensitivity due to the varying processes of sex socia-
lization for males and females (Lesnick & Mendle, 2021).
Few studies have examined sex differences in the cycle of
victimization, and results have been mixed. For instance,
prior work found that relationships between childhood
abuse and peer victimization were similar across sexes
(Benedini et al., 2016), whereas another study found that
although childhood abuse increased the odds of being vic-
timized in both sexes, the mechanisms leading to this re-
victimization were different across sexes (Miller et al.,
2022). This indicates that sex differences might be expres-
sed through the mechanisms of the victimization cycle
instead of through a direct relationship between childhood
abuse and victimization. Furthermore, previous work con-
cerning sex differences primarily focused on the direct
associations between childhood abuse and victimization.
The potential effects of sex on the mechanisms of childhood
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abuse leading to later victimization in an adolescent peer
context is still unclear. Therefore, the last aim of the current
study was to investigate the moderating effects of sex on the
mechanisms of the cycle of victimization.

Current Study

Prior studies have examined the associations between child-
hood victimization and later re-victimization in adolescence,
while little is known about the mechanisms of this vicious
cycle. This study fills this gap by investigating pathways
from different forms of childhood abuse to peer victimization
in Chinese adolescents. Specifically, the current study sought
to examine whether different forms of childhood abuse
initiate a developmental pathway that results in peer victi-
mization via rejection sensitivity and aggression, which were
considered separately and sequentially, while also accounting
for sex effects. To exploratorily probe whether different
forms of peer victimization matter, peer victimization was
also split into direct and indirect forms. The current study
hypothesized that both types of childhood abuse would be
associated with increased later direct and indirect peer vic-
timization (Hypothesis 1), and rejection sensitivity and
aggression would independently mediate the relationships
between both forms of childhood abuse and peer victimiza-
tion (Hypothesis 2 & 3). Additionally, rejection sensitivity
would impact direct and indirect peer victimization through a
developmental sequence of heightened aggression, explain-
ing the relationship between childhood abuse and peer vic-
timization (Hypothesis 4). Moreover, considering the
potential sex differences in the relationships and mechanisms
between childhood abuse and peer victimization, an
exploratory multigroup analysis was conducted to probe the
potential differences of the aforementioned mechanisms
across sexes. The current study hypothesized that significant
sex differences in the mechanisms between childhood abuse
and peer victimization can be found (Hypothesis 5). The
hypothesized model is illustrated in Fig. 1.

Methods

Participants and Procedures

The data were collected from a three-wave longitudinal survey
conducted in three middle schools located in Northern China.
A total of 3924 healthy adolescents (58% male;
Mage= 13.22 ± 0.86) in grades 7 and 8 were recruited in winter
2021 (T1). In summer 2022 (T2), 97.58% (N= 3829) ado-
lescents from the original sample participated in the second
survey. The data collection in wave 3 were conducted in the
spring semester of 2023 (T3). In wave 3, 22.38% participants
of the original sample (N= 878) dropped out and a majority of
them (N= 717) were due to the known reason of participation
of senior high school entrance examination at grade 9. The
Missing Completely at Random (MCAR) test (Little, 1988)
was applied to examined the pattern of missing data across the
measurements and yielded a value of χ2/df=4= 2.219,
p= 0.696 for missingness at T2 and a value of χ2/df=4=
299.443, p < 0.05 for missingness at T3. These results indi-
cated that the missingness at T3 may not completely at random
(MCAR). While, significant value of the MCAR test did not
rule out the possibility of missing at random (MAR). Further
independent-variance t tests were conducted and yielded sig-
nificant t values for the outcome variables at T3 regarding
participants’ age and household income. Values of t/

df=1595.5=− 17.6, p < 0.01 and t/df=1575.4= 4.2, p < 0.01 were
yielded, indicating missing value of peer victimization at T3
largely depended on participants’ age and household income
respectively, which is partially in line with the majority of
missing participants at grade 9. Participants took part in at least
one survey around the three timepoints were retained for sub-
sequent analysis. Imputation with full information maximum
likelihood (FIML) was used for missing data, which is suitable
for both MCAR and MAR (Shin et al., 2017). Additionally,
five instructed response items (e.g., “Please choose ‘strongly
agree’ for this item.”) were included in the surveys to detect
careless responses (Ward & Meade, 2023). A total of 399
participants were excluded from the final sample for reasons

Rejection 

sensitivity 
Aggression 

Childhood 

emotional abuse 

Childhood 

physical abuse 

Indirect peer 

victimization 

Direct peer 

victimization 

Fig. 1 A visual representation of
the hypothesized model
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including responding to the questionnaires carelessly, com-
pleting the surveys with unusually short periods of time, etc.
Therefore, the final sample included 3525 adolescents (56.6%
male; Mage= 13.21 ± 0.85). The majority of the parents of
participating adolescents had an educational level of middle
school (nfather= 1662, nmother= 1708). Most of the parents
stayed married during data collection (n= 3246). The median
household income of the participating families was 4000–6000
CNY (approximately US $ 550.81–826.22) per month.

Childhood abuse, rejection sensitivity, and all the cov-
ariates were measured at T1. Aggression was measured at
T2. Peer victimization was measured at both T1 and T3.
Written informed consent was obtained from the participants
and their parent(s)/caregivers prior to the study. Participants
were informed that participation was voluntary, that all the
collected data would be kept confidential, and that they were
free to withdraw from the study at any time during data
collection. The questionnaires took approximately 30 min to
complete. Trained researchers administered the self-report
questionnaires to the students in class during regular school
hours. After the survey, each participant received a gift of
pens and notebooks. This study received ethical approval
from the Institutional Review Board and Ethics Committee
of Human Participant Protection, Faculty of Psychology at
Beijing Normal University.

Measures

Childhood abuse (T1)

Childhood abuse was measured using the translated version of
the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire-Short Form (CTQ-SF;
Bernstein et al., 2003), which has been widely used in Chinese
adolescents, demonstrating adequate reliability and validity
(Zhang, 2011). The original CTQ-SF consisted of 28 items
asking participants to recall their upbringing up until their age
of 12 at most. Questions related to different domains of
childhood maltreatment, including physical abuse, emotional
abuse, etc. The emotional and physical abuse subscales were
used in the present study. In total, 10 items (e.g., “Family
members have hit me hard enough to leave bruises or marks.”)
were measured on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never)
to 5 (very often). The average score of the items was calculated
as the final score for childhood emotional and physical abuse,
with higher scores reflecting more severe experiences of
childhood abuse. In the present study, Cronbach’s α coeffi-
cients were 0.81, 0.60, and 0.61 for the total scale, emotional
abuse subscale, and physical abuse subscale, respectively.

Rejection sensitivity (T1)

Rejection sensitivity was measured using the translated
version of the Tendency to Expect Rejection Scale (Jobe,

2003), which has been shown to be valid and reliable in
Chinese adolescents (Li, 2004). Eighteen items (e.g., “I am
sensitive to rejection.”) asking the participants’ sensitivity
to rejection in daily life were measured on a 5-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree). The average score of the items was calculated as the
final score for rejection sensitivity, with higher scores
reflecting higher levels of rejection sensitivity. In the pre-
sent study, Cronbach’s α coefficient was 0.78.

Aggression (T2)

Aggression was measured using the Chinese revised version
of the Reactive-Proactive Aggression Questionnaire (Raine
et al., 2006), which has been shown to be valid and reliable
in Chinese adolescents (Fu et al., 2009). The questionnaire
consisted of two subscales, proactive aggression and reac-
tive aggression. A total of 23 items (e.g., “Used physical
force to get others to do what you want”) were measured on
a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (never) to 4 (very
often), asking participants about the frequency of their own
aggressive behavior in the past six months. The average
score of the items was calculated as the final score for
aggression, with higher scores reflecting higher levels of
aggression. In the present study, Cronbach’s α coefficient
was 0.90.

Peer victimization (T1 & T3)

Peer victimization was measured using the translated ver-
sion of the Multidimensional Peer-victimization Scale
(Mynard & Jose, 2000), which has been shown to be valid
and reliable in Chinese adolescents (Guo et al., 2017).
Eighteen items (e.g., “Hurt me physically in some way”)
were measured on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 0
(never) to 3 (often). The questionnaire asked participants
about their experiences of being bullied in the past semester,
which can be divided into direct and indirect forms of
victimization (Attar-Schwartz & Khoury-Kassabri, 2015),
with direct form indicating being direct targets of bullying
(e.g., being physical assaulted, being cursed), and indirect
form being targets of manipulation of interpersonal rela-
tionships (e.g., rumors being spread, being social isolated).
The average score of the items in each form was calculated
as the final score for direct and indirect peer victimization,
with higher scores reflecting more experiences of being
bullied in certain ways. In the present study, Cronbach’s α
coefficients were 0.90 and 0.94 at T1 and T3, respectively.

Covariates (T1)

The present study included peer victimization and several
demographic variables collected at T1 as covariates.
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Demographic covariates include sex (0=male, 1= female)
and age of the adolescents, as well as parental educational
level, marital status, and household income. To account for
potential confounding effects of experiences of actual
ostracism on related variables, such as aggression (e.g.,
Ladd, 2006), experience of ostracism was also included as
covariate. Experiences of ostracism was measured by the
Ostracism Experience Scale for Adolescents (OES-A)
(Gilman et al., 2013). Eleven items (e.g., “Others treat me as
if I am invisible”) were measured on a 5-point Likert scale
ranging from 0 (never) to 4 (always). The average score of
the items was calculated, with higher scores representing
higher frequency of being excluded by others. In the present
study, Cronbach’s α coefficients were 0.86.

Statistical Analysis

First, the descriptive analyses and bivariate correlations for
all the variables of interest were calculated. Second, after
controlling the baseline levels of direct and indirect peer
victimization and all other covariates, the sequential med-
iation model of the effect of childhood abuse on T3 peer
victimization through T1 rejection sensitivity and T2
aggression was examined in Mplus 8.3. Maximum like-
lihood with robust standard errors was used for more pre-
cise parameter estimation. Suggested by Hayes (2009),
bootstrapping (N= 5000) was used to estimate the total and
indirect effects and their confidence intervals (CIs). The
95% CIs generated from bootstrapping were reported for the
mediated effects. CIs that did not include zero indicate a
statistically significant mediated effect. Fourth, tests of
multigroup comparison of the mediation models by sex
were conducted in Mplus 8.3. Satorra-Bentler scaled chi-
square were calculated to compare differences between the
freely estimated and constrained models (Satorra & Bentler,
2001). When statistically significant differences between
sexes existed, group comparison probing specific differ-
ences in regression pathways was conducted. Root means
square error of approximation (RMSEA), comparative fit
index (CFI), and standardized root mean square residual
(SRMR) were reported to indicate goodness of model fit.
According to prior research (Hu & Bentler, 1999), RMSEA
less than 0.08, CFI close to or above 0.90, and SRMR less
than 0.08 were considered as adequate model fits.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive information and bivariate correlations for each
variable from wave 1 (T1) to wave 3 (T3) are presented in
Table 1. Childhood emotional abuse was positively

correlated with physical abuse. Both forms of childhood
abuse were positively correlated with T1 rejection sensi-
tivity, T2 aggression, and all forms of peer victimization at
T3. T1 Rejection sensitivity was positively correlated with
T2 aggression and all forms of peer victimization at T3. T2
aggression was positively correlated with all forms of peer
victimization at T3. Different forms of peer victimization at
T1 and T3 were positively inter-correlated with each other.
As for the covariates, sex was positively correlated with
childhood emotional abuse, T1 rejection sensitivity, T1
ostracism, and indirect peer victimization, indicating that
adolescent girls might have more experiences of childhood
emotional abuse, ostracism, and peer victimization in
indirect forms, as well as heightened rejection sensitivity.
Age was positively correlated with childhood emotional
abuse and different forms of peer victimization at both T1
and T3. Parental marital status was positively correlated
with all variables of interest, indicating that adolescents
whose parents stayed married might experience less child-
hood abuse and peer victimization, as well as showing less
rejection sensitivity and aggressive behaviors.

Test of the Proposed Sequential Mediation Model

The proposed sequential mediation model adequately fit the
data, χ2/df=24= 401.188, p < 0.05, RMSEA= 0.067, CFI=
0.931, SRMR= 0.060. The total effects of childhood
emotional abuse on T3 direct and indirect peer victimization
were b= 0.107, CI= [0.067, 0.146], and b= 0.072, CI=
[0.031, 0.113], respectively. The total effects of childhood
physical abuse on T3 direct and indirect peer victimization
were b= 0.100, CI= [0.055, 0.145], and b= 0.108, CI=
[0.059, 0.158], respectively. As shown in Fig. 2, when
adding the mediating variables into the model, the direct
effect of childhood emotional abuse on T3 indirect peer
victimization was rendered insignificant (b= 0.014, CI=
[−0.026, 0.055]), while the direct effects from childhood
physical abuse to both forms of peer victimization at T3, as
well as childhood emotional abuse to T3 direct peer victi-
mization remained significant.

As shown in Fig. 2 and Table 2, the effect of childhood
emotional abuse on T3 direct and indirect peer victimization
were mediated by T1 rejection sensitivity and T2 aggres-
sion. Specifically, childhood emotional abuse influenced T3
direct and indirect peer victimization through the sole
mediating role of T2 aggression, explaining 42.06% and
48.61% of the total effects respectively. Furthermore,
although childhood emotional abuse was significantly
associated with T1 rejection sensitivity, T1 rejection sen-
sitivity failed to predict T3 direct and indirect peer victi-
mization directly. Instead, a sequential mediation chain
from T1 rejection sensitivity to T2 aggression was sig-
nificant in the model to both forms of peer victimization,
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explaining another 17.76% and 20.83% of the total effects
of childhood emotional abuse on T3 direct and indirect peer
victimization respectively.

However, the same mediation pattern of childhood
emotional abuse was not found for childhood physical
abuse. Childhood physical abuse only significantly pre-
dicted T2 aggression (b= 0.104, p < 0.01). The association
between childhood physical abuse and T1 rejection sensi-
tivity was not significant (b= 0.004, p= 0.837). Therefore,
the effect of childhood physical abuse on T3 direct and
indirect peer victimization was only mediated by T2
aggression, explaining 32% and 23.15% of the total effects
respectively.

Multigroup Analysis

To further explore sex differences of the effects of child-
hood abuse on peer victimization, a multigroup analysis was
conducted. The results showed that the fit of the mediation
model in which parameters were freely estimated for each
sex (Model 0) was superior to the model with constrained
parameters across all covariates (Model 1; Satorra-Bentler
scaled χ2= 30.747, Δdf= 18, p < 0.05). This indicated
significant differences between the effects of the covariates
for each sex. Further, Model 1 showed a better fit than the
mediation model with constrained parameters across coef-
ficients of both covariates and variables of interest (Model
2, Satorra-Bentler scaled χ2= 28.621, Δdf= 13, p < 0.01),
indicating significant differences between the whole models
for each sex. Taken together, pathways linking childhood
abuse and peer victimization showed significant differences
across sexes. To probe the differences between specific
regression pathways, the sequential mediation model was
then tested separately in male and female adolescent groups.

The models adequately fit the data in both groups (Model
male: χ2/df=23= 223.803, p < 0.05, RMSEA= 0.066,
CFI= 0.936, SRMR= 0.064; Model female: χ2/df=23=
189.505, p < 0.05, RMSEA= 0.069, CFI= 0.930,
SRMR= 0.062). As shown in Figs. 3 and 4, the effect of
childhood emotional abuse on T3 direct and indirect peer
victimization through T1 rejection sensitivity and T2
aggression across sexes showed the same pattern. However,
the effects of childhood physical abuse on T3 peer victi-
mization concerning the pathway of aggression showed
significant differences between adolescent boys and girls.
Specifically, for both sexes, childhood physical abuse had
direct impacts on both forms of peer victimization. While
compared to adolescent boys, the mediation effects of T2
aggression between childhood physical abuse and peer
victimization in adolescent girls were rendered insignificant,
leaving only the direct pathways significant. These results
indicated different mechanisms between childhood physical
abuse and later peer victimization across sexes.Ta
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Fig. 3 The sequential mediation
model of the effects of
childhood abuse on peer
victimization through rejection
sensitivity and aggression in
adolescent boys. Note.
Significant standardized
coefficients are reported.
Baseline peer victimization,
ostracism experiences, age,
parental educational level,
parental marital status, and
household income were included
as covariates for the examination
but not shown in the figure.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01,
***p < 0.001

Table 2 Standardized coefficients and 95% Confidence Intervals for indirect effects

Pathway Indirect effect 95% Confidence
interval (CI)

Lower Upper

Childhood emotional abuse → rejection sensitivity → direct peer victimization 0.004 −0.003 0.012

Childhood emotional abuse → aggression → direct peer victimization 0.045a 0.030 0.062

Childhood emotional abuse → rejection sensitivity → aggression → direct peer victimization 0.019a 0.015 0.024

Childhood emotional abuse → rejection sensitivity →indirect peer victimization 0.007 0.000 0.015

Childhood emotional abuse → aggression → indirect peer victimization 0.035a 0.023 0.050

Childhood emotional abuse → rejection sensitivity → aggression → indirect peer victimization 0.015a 0.011 0.019

Childhood physical abuse → rejection sensitivity →direct peer victimization 0.000 −0.001 0.001

Childhood physical abuse → aggression →direct peer victimization 0.032a 0.015 0.054

Childhood physical abuse → rejection sensitivity → aggression → direct peer victimization 0.000 −0.003 0.003

Childhood physical abuse → rejection sensitivity → indirect peer victimization 0.000 −0.001 0.002

Childhood physical abuse → aggression → indirect peer victimization 0.025a 0.011 0.043

Childhood physical abuse → rejection sensitivity → aggression → indirect peer victimization 0.000 −0.002 0.003

a95% CI does not include zero
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Fig. 2 The sequential mediation
model of the effects of
childhood abuse on peer
victimization through rejection
sensitivity and aggression. Note.
Significant standardized
coefficients are reported.
Baseline peer victimization,
ostracism experiences, sex, age,
parental educational level,
parental marital status, and
household income were included
as covariates for the examination
but not shown in the figure.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01,
***p < 0.001
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Discussion

Peer victimization is a major social problem for adolescents
worldwide, often with severe consequences (Koyanagi et
al., 2019). Investigating the causes of peer victimization in
adolescence is of utmost importance for intervention. The
current study aimed to determine whether different types of
childhood abuse initiate a developmental pathway resulting
in peer re-victimization in adolescence. Specifically, the
current work investigated rejection sensitivity and aggres-
sion as potential individual and sequential mediators of the
relationship between both childhood emotional and physical
abuse and both direct and indirect peer victimization. The
results showed partial support for the expected associations
and these effects also varied across sexes.

Regarding the effect of childhood emotional abuse on
peer victimization, the current work found evidence for
direct effect from emotional abuse to direct peer victimi-
zation in the total sample, which is consistent with previous
researches (e.g., Li et al., 2021). Moreover, an aggressive
pathway from emotional abuse to both direct and indirect
peer victimization were spotted in Chinese adolescents, in
both the total sample and across sexes. Consistent with
previous work, experiences of emotional abuse can increase
aggression (Schwarzer et al., 2021), which may in turn
disrupt peer relationships and result in intensified peer
victimization (Kellij et al., 2023). According to the dual-
pathway hypothesis, childhood abuse disrupts the child’s
capability to form later peer relationships through either
heightened exhibition of aggressive behaviors or withdrawn
behaviors, which ultimately induce victimization (Cicchetti
& Toth, 2015). Additionally, the current findings added to
previous work that showed childhood maltreatment results
in problematic peer interactions via increased relational
aggression (Handley et al., 2019). The current work
extended these findings by employing a sample of adoles-
cents in Chinese culture and focusing specifically on the

cycle of peer victimization in school that started with dif-
ferent childhood abuse.

Additionally, the current work found a significant
developmental pathway from rejection sensitivity to
aggression in the cycle of victimization that begins with
childhood emotional abuse. This pattern was present both in
the total sample and across sexes. Consistent with previous
research, individuals with heightened levels of rejection
sensitivity expressed more aggressive behaviors and
encountered more interpersonal difficulties (Downey,
Lebolt et al., 1998). Crick and Dodge (1994) proposed the
social information-processing (SIP) theory to explain how
perception and interpretation of social cues lead to peer
response. According to SIP theory, interpersonal experi-
ences in early stages shape the pattern of social information
processing of an individual. Differential encoding and
interpretation of social cues in a given social situation lead
to different response enactments, such as aggressive beha-
vior, which ultimately induce peer victimization. Therefore,
experiencing emotional rejection by caregivers at an early
age might result in the development of a rejection-sensitive
information-processing style in adolescence (Feldman &
Downey, 1994), making an individual prone to perceiving
rejection in an ambiguous social situation. This mis-
interpretation could further lead to aggressive reactions and
ultimately provoke peer victimization. In addition, contrary
to prior research (Kahya, 2021), the current results showed
that rejection sensitivity did not independently mediate the
relationship between childhood emotional abuse and peer
victimization. This finding is in line with a recent long-
itudinal work (Kellij et al., 2023). The current findings may
indicate that, from a developmental perspective, rejection
sensitivity resulting from emotional abuse may indirectly
lead to later peer victimization through improper behavioral
enactment. This also extends previous work (Kellij et al.,
2023), suggesting that SIP theory is applicative to a certain
cycle of victimization.
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Fig. 4 The sequential mediation
model of the effects of
childhood abuse on peer
victimization through rejection
sensitivity and aggression in
adolescent girls. Note.
Significant standardized
coefficients are reported.
Baseline peer victimization,
ostracism experiences, age,
parental educational level,
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household income were included
as covariates for the examination
but not shown in the figure.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01,
***p < 0.001
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Regarding physical abuse, the current work found that
physical abuse had relatively stable direct effects on direct
and indirect peer victimization in the total sample and
across sexes, which was consistent with previous study
(Benedini et al., 2016). Moreover, contrary to emotional
abuse, the current results did not demonstrate significant
relationship between physical abuse and adolescent rejec-
tion sensitivity. This is in line with previous research (Gao
et al., 2023), indicating childhood emotional abuse might
have a significantly more powerful effects than physical
abuse on the development of rejection sensitivity.

Finally, contrary to previous findings of insignificant sex
differences in cycles of victimization (e.g., Shields &
Cicchetti, 2001), the current study also found significant dif-
ferences across sexes with regard to physical abuse. Specifi-
cally, the current results uncovered significant sex difference
regarding the mediating pathway of aggression starting from
physical abuse, which was only significant in adolescent boys.
This may be due to that many previous studies investigating
sex differences focused on direct associations between child-
hood abuse and peer victimization, but failed to take potential
mechanisms into account. In other words, sex differences in
the cycle of victimization may be reflected in the mechanisms
that link certain childhood abuse and peer victimization, rather
than the direct associations.

With regard to differences of the role that aggression
played between sexes, the reason may be the fact that boys
tend to experience significantly more physically violent
episodes in family compared to girls in Chinese culture. As
the old Chinese saying goes, “spare the rod, spoil the son”,
physically-violent punishment is needed to rear a boy but
not a girl in Chinese culture, which could provide more
chances for the boys to learn from their caregivers an
aggressive pattern of behaviors. Prior work has shown that
the rate of physical abuse is higher in adolescent boys
compared to girls in a Chinese context (Wan et al., 2021).
While higher rates of physically violent episodes for boys
could lead to interruptions in school functioning and induce
more peer victimization (Koposov et al., 2021). Moreover,
the social-learning theory of aggression posits that the
experience of being physically abused by caregivers may
result in the internalization of an aggressive behavioral
pattern through the process of social learning, which could
then be triggered in adolescent peer relationships, thus
inducing victimization (Bandura, 1973). Alternatively, there
is the possibility that boys traverse an externalizing pathway
while adolescent girls may traverse an internalizing path-
way. Previous research has highlighted that compared to
girls, boys with a history of physical abuse are more likely
to develop aggressive behaviors (Ford et al., 2010). While
girls with a history of maltreatment are more likely to
develop internalizing symptoms, such as self-injury
(Serafini et al., 2017), and internalizing symptoms are

more pronounced in girls when linking physical abuse with
consequent maladaptation (Benedini & Fagan, 2018).
Taken together, these findings highlight the importance of
considering both specific mechanisms and types of child-
hood abuse targeted at certain sex when investigating how
early victimization leads to later re-victimization.

The current findings have important implications for the
conceptualization of and intervention for the cycle of vic-
timization in adolescence. The current study provides
additional evidence for how early experiences of victimi-
zation lead to the formation of a vicious cycle of re-
victimization. Specifically, a pathway from rejection sensi-
tivity to aggression might be crucial for the occurrence of
re-victimization starting from childhood emotional abuse.
And a pathway of aggression is crucial for both emotional
and physical abuse. Additionally, these findings suggest that
sex differences must be considered when examining the
cycle of re-victimization. For example, adolescent boys may
be particularly susceptible to physical abuse through an
externalizing pathway such as aggression, with the con-
sequences requiring additional attention. Moreover, the
current findings also call for timely intervention targeted at
the cycle of victimization. Given that both childhood abuse
and peer victimization are major global health issue (Tolan
et al., 2006), breaking the vicious cycle between them
seems to be of significance for child and adolescent welfare.
The current study provides important implications for future
interventions targeted at breaking the connecting points
such as maladaptive social-cognitive process and mis-
behaviors. For instance, adults like teacher or non-abusive
caregivers should devote more attention and affection for
children and adolescents suffered from childhood abuse to
establish healthy attachment and reduce their hyper-
sensitivity to rejection. Also, school-based behavioral
adjustment programs targeted at problematic behaviors such
as aggression might also be of help.

Despite these strengths, there are limitations worth con-
sidering for future investigations. First, the current study
relied completely on self-report measures, which may be
affected by false memory and misperception of the partici-
pants. Also, some of the measurements in the current study,
particularly the abuse subscales of CTQ-SF, did not perform
well in their reliability. Future research utilizing multi-
informant and observational paradigms with more powerful
ecological validity and stable reliability to assess levels of
childhood abuse and peer victimization, as well as con-
sideration of experimental and neurocognitive measurement
of rejection sensitivity and aggression will provide further
insights. Second, the current study utilized a three-wave
dataset to investigate a developmental pathway, which may
still have some confounds that were not addressed in the
current study. For instance, the current study was unable to
include aggression measured at T1 as covariate due to the
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research design in the very first place. Also, the time spans
between each data collection were relatively short. Future
research including at least four or more timepoints with
longer time span to cover the developmental span from
childhood to adolescence would help clear out many of the
confounds. Third, the current study utilized data collected
only from three middle schools in northern China, which
could result in a generalizability issue. Future study utilizing
a representative national sample will help obtain more
general conclusion. Last, the current study only considered
peer victimization, while experiencing childhood abuse
could also result in elevated bullying behaviors, forming
another cycle of violence (Yoon et al., 2021). Future studies
should include both bullying and victimization as outcomes
to identify how changes in social-cognitive processing
influence subsequent behavioral enactments that ultimately
result in the separation of perpetrator from the victim of peer
violence. Also, future studies should include more mal-
treatment types, such as sexual abuse to probe for their
specific associations in the cycle of victimization across
sexes.

Conclusion

Despite prior evidence for the relationship between child-
hood victimization and later re-victimization in adoles-
cence, little is known about the mechanisms of this vicious
cycle. The current study addressed this issue by examining
longitudinal associations between both childhood emotional
and physical abuse and peer victimization in a school set-
ting through the developmental pathway from rejection
sensitivity to aggression. The results of the present study
suggested that heightened rejection sensitivity and aggres-
sion are important mechanisms for perpetuating the cycle of
victimization. Moreover, both adolescent boys and girls are
susceptible to emotional abuse leading to peer victimiza-
tion, and the effects of aggression from physical abuse were
found only in adolescent boys. The present results provided
important information for the conceptualization of the
vicious cycle of victimization. Specifically, social-cognitive
and behavioral consequences that result from early victi-
mization must be taken into account when considering
future re-victimization. Also, the present results can provide
useful information for interventions for peer victimization,
as interventions should consider social-cognitive and
behavioral outcomes, as well as sex differences.
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