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Abstract
Peer victimization, dating violence, and suicide ideation are serious and devastating problems that affect emerging adults. The 
interpersonal theory of suicide posits that thwarted belongingness and perceived burdensomeness lead to suicidal ideation. 
However, the relationship among peer victimization, dating violence, thwarted belongingness, perceived burdensomeness, and 
suicidal ideation has yet to be fully investigated, especially in emerging adults. College student participants were assessed on 
peer victimization and dating violence experiences, components of the interpersonal theory of suicide, and suicidal ideation. 
There were significant and positive relationships among all constructs. Results showed that perceived burdensomeness was 
a significant mediator of relational victimization by peers and dating partners, as well as physical peer victimization, and 
suicidal ideation. Thwarted belongingness was associated with violence victimization and suicidal ideation but failed to serve 
as a mediator of the relationship between victimization and suicidal ideation. Therefore, perceived burdensomeness may be 
an important treatment target and area of emphasis for prevention education programs to help reduce suicidal ideation after 
violence victimization in college students.
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Both peer victimization and dating violence negatively 
impact adolescents and emerging adults. Peer victimization 
can be defined as experiencing aggressive behavior 
from similar age peers (Hawker & Boulton, 2000). Peer 
victimization can be physical and include threats of harm, 
hitting, tripping, kicking, and other body injury; peer 
victimization can also be relational and include spreading 
rumors, ostracism, bullying, and emotional damage (Crick 
& Grotpeter, 1995; Gladden et al., 2014). The Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC, 2013) reported that 
28% of students grades 6-12 report to have experienced 
peer victimization and over 70% of students have seen 
peer victimization within their schools. In addition, 
20-25% of college students have also reported being 
victims of peer victimization (Lund & Ross, 2017). Peer 
victimization negatively affects mental health (Ford et al., 

2017; Singham et al., 2017). Ford and colleagues found 
that peer victimization was related to depression, cognitive 
distortions, anxiety, and paranoid thoughts. These effects 
extend into emerging adulthood (Evans-Lacko et al., 2017; 
Takizawa et al., 2014).

The National Coalition Against Domestic Violence 
(NCADV) defines dating violence as physical and relational 
violence perpetrated by current or former dating partners. 
Almost half (43%) of dating college women reported being 
the victim of dating violence (Knowledge Networks, 2011). 
Other research has demonstrated that one in three women 
and one in four men have experienced physical dating vio-
lence by a romantic partner (Black, 2011). A review of the 
impact of dating violence on victims reported that dating 
violence is associated with increased risk of depression, 
problematic anger, eating disorders, substance abuse, post-
traumatic stress disorder, school problems, and suicidal idea-
tion (Glass et al., 2003).

Previous research has explored the link between perpe-
trating peer victimization and dating violence in adoles-
cents. Connolly and colleagues (2000) examined the dat-
ing relationships of adolescent who victimized in their peer 
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relationships. Connolly and colleagues reported that adoles-
cents who were physically and relationally aggressive within 
their peer relationships also reported physical and relational 
aggression perpetration in their romantic partnerships. Dat-
ing relationships of these adolescents were also charac-
terized as less emotionally supportive, less equitable, and 
with earlier onset than those romantic relationships of their 
peers. Falb et al. (2011) found a similar pattern of results in 
adult men; they found that adult men who perpetrated peer 
victimization as youth were almost four times more likely 
to engage in dating violence as adults. Previous research has 
also linked the experience victimization by both peers and 
dating partners in. Debnam et al. (2016) reported a strong 
correlation between physical peer victimization and physical 
dating violence victimization in their large sample of ado-
lescents; however, the relationships among relational peer 
and dating victimization were less clear. Espelage and Holt 
(2007) suggest that peer and dating victimization may be 
associated through a developmental victimology framework 
that posits that the risk factors for multiple types of victimi-
zation may be similar. Another integrated model suggests 
that being victimized in one context may increase the risk 
of victimization in another context (Corvo & deLara, 2010).

Both peer victimization and dating violence have been 
linked to thoughts about killing oneself, otherwise known 
as suicidal ideation (Holt et al., 2015; Wolford-Clevenger 
et al., 2015). Suicidal ideation is a strong predictor of death 
by suicide (Suokas et al., 2001). Almost 800,000 people 
in the United States die by suicide each year (Srabstein &  
Leventhal, 2010), and suicide is the third leading cause of 
death in youth aged 15-24 (Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention Web-based Injury Statistics Query and Report-
ing System (WISQARS), 2017). The relationship between 
peer victimization, dating violence, and suicidal ideation 
is supported by an extensive literature base (e.g., Arango 
et al., 2016; Kim et al., 2009). Research has demonstrated 
that the greater frequency of peer victimization that occurs, 
the greater risk of suicide. Brunstein Klomek and colleagues 
(2007) assessed a large sample of adolescents and found that 
all forms of peer victimization were associated with higher 
reported levels of depression, suicidal ideation, and suicide 
attempts. Bang and Park (2017) reported that a history of peer 
victimization was predictive of suicide attempts even after 
controlling for individual differences, psychosis, and depres-
sion. Using data from the Youth Risk Behavioral Survey, 
Nikolaou (2017) demonstrated that cyberbullying, a very spe-
cific form of peer victimization that has grown in frequency 
over the past decade, increased suicidal ideation by 14.5 per-
centage points in in high school students. Dating violence 
has also been linked to suicidal ideation; in a sample of high 
school students, Nahapetyan et al. (2014) reported that the 
experience of dating violence was associated with increased 
levels of suicidal ideation. Chan and colleagues (2008) found 

a high correlation between dating violence and suicidal idea-
tion in a large multinational sample of college students.

One way to examine the relationship between both peer 
victimization and dating violence victimization and suicidal 
ideation is through the interpersonal theory of suicide. The 
interpersonal theory of suicide (Chu et al., 2017; Joiner, 
2005; Van Orden et al., 2010) proposes a framework which 
can be used to map out why suicide occurs. According to 
the theory, suicidal ideation occurs when a person feels 
thwarted belongingness and perceived burdensomeness. 
Belongingness refers to the need to be accepted and sup-
ported by others (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Joiner, 2005). 
When that need is unmet, people may experience a host of 
negative health outcomes, including increased suicidal idea-
tion. When belongingness needs are thwarted, people may 
experience loneliness, social withdrawal, and a lack of con-
nection with others. Perceived burdensomeness is the belief 
that one is a drain to people in their life or society. It may 
develop due to a belief that they are a hindrance to others or 
that they cause problems for those they love. A person feel-
ing burdensomeness may see themselves as expendable and 
not necessary to those around them. The person may believe 
that others would be better off if they were no longer a part 
of it (Van Orden et al., 2010).

Recent systematic reviews demonstrate the robust nature 
of the interpersonal theory of suicide. Ma and colleagues 
(2016) reviewed over fifty articles published over ten years 
that examined the effects of the elements of thwarted belong-
ingness, perceived burdensomeness, and suicidal ideation. 
Ma and colleagues found that the combination of perceived 
burdensomeness and thwarted belongingness predicted sui-
cidal ideation across various populations and settings. Chu 
and colleagues (2017) conducted a meta-analysis on the rela-
tionships proposed by the interpersonal theory of suicide. 
Both thwarted belongingness and perceived burdensomeness 
were individually predictive of suicidal ideation with moder-
ate effect sizes. The meta-analysis also demonstrated that the 
interaction between thwarted belongingness and perceived 
burdensomeness was strongly predictive of suicidal ideation. 
Overall, the meta-analysis supported the roles of perceived 
burdensomeness and thwarted belongingness on predicting 
suicidal ideation.

Research has demonstrated that victims of peer victimi-
zation, both physical and relational peer victimization, may 
experience higher levels of thwarted belongingness. Coelho 
and colleagues (2022) reported that victims of peer victimi-
zation also reported higher levels of social withdrawal in 
middle school students; Cao et al. (2020) reported that lone-
liness (a form of thwarted belongingness) partially mediated 
the relationship between being a victim of peer victimiza-
tion and suicidal ideation. Groups of people that have been 
historically at greater risk of being bullied (members of the 
LGBTQ + community, people who are disabled, or people 
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struggling with social anxiety disorder) have reported both 
higher rates of thwarted belongingness and suicidal ideation 
(Arango et al., 2016; Bauman et al., 2013; Mereish et al., 
2014; Sareen et al., 2005). Peer victimization victims have 
also noted increased rates of perceived burdensomeness. 
Mitchell et al. (2018) examined 348 undergraduate students 
and found that peer victimization and perceived burden-
someness were significant predictors of suicidal ideation. 
Brailovskaia et al. (2020) examined thwarted belongingness 
and perceived burdensomeness as mediators in the relation-
ship between peer victimization and suicidal ideation in a 
sample of 267 outpatients. Both perceived burdensomeness 
and thwarted belongingness were significant mediators of 
peer victimization and suicidal ideation.

Wolford-Clevenger and colleagues (2016) suggested 
that the impact of psychological and physical aggression 
found in violent dating relationships may also lead to 
feelings of thwarted belongingness. In a sample of 71 
women experiencing violence within their relationships, the 
experience of relationship violence was negatively related to 
feelings of belongingness (Chang et al., 2015). In addition, 
the thwarted belongingness was associated with increased 
depressive symptoms, often a precursor for suicidal thoughts. 
Research has also demonstrated that dating violence may 
be associated with feelings of perceived burdensomeness. 
Bonnan-White et  al. (2018) reported that survivors of 
interpersonal trauma, including dating violence, experience a 
greater degree of self-blame (a type of burdensomeness) than 
survivors of non-interpersonal trauma. Smith et al. (2022) 
reported that women seeking help after partner violence 
demonstrated increased rates of perceived burdensomeness, 
which then increased their acceptance of violence from 
their partner. Wolford-Clevenger and colleagues (2016) 
examined the role of thwarted belongingness and perceived 
burdensomeness in the relationship between dating violence 
and suicidal ideation in a sample of undergraduate students. 
The combination of thwarted belongingness and perceived 
burdensomeness predicted a significant increase in suicidal 
ideation. Similarly, Smith et al. (2016) examined survivors 
of relationship violence and demonstrated that thwarted 
belongingness and perceived burdensomeness were associated 
with negative outcomes after experiencing relationship 
violence, including increased capacity for suicide. Victims of 
both peer victimization (Crowell-Williamson et al., 2019) and 
dating violence (Wolford-Clevenger et al., 2016) have reported 
positive correlations between their victimization experiences, 
thwarted belongingness, perceived burdensomeness, and 
suicidal ideation.

However, there remain gaps in the literature. Much of the 
research on suicidal ideation after peer victimization has 
been conducted in children and early adolescents; similarly, 
research on suicidal ideation after dating violence has been 
conducted on emerging adults. Emerging adulthood has 

been defined as the time between adolescence and adulthood 
(generally ages 18–29) characterized by insecurity, explora-
tion of identity, increased risky behavior, and the realization 
of adult relationship patterns (Arnett, 2010). Emerging adult 
refers to the fact that people at this age are experiencing 
the typical markers of entering adulthood. This can include 
accepting responsibility for self and one’s actions, making 
independent decisions, and becoming financially independ-
ent. Experiences shared by emerging adults, identified by 
Arnett (2014), include thorough identity exploration, insta-
bility in relationships and work, focus on the self because of 
few obligations to others, feelings of optimism and burgeon-
ing possibilities, and feeling “in-between” and in transition.

It is still unclear if the developmental victimology para-
digm of peer and dating victimization (Espelage & Holt, 
2007) explains the development of negative outcomes, such 
as suicidal ideation, in emerging adults. Recent research 
suggests that peer victimization and dating violence may 
be linked (Hertzog et al., 2016; Zych et al., 2021), yet little 
research has examined if both forms of violence are associ-
ated with similar outcomes in the same manner in emerging 
adults. Nor has research examined if the forms of violence 
(physical or relational) within peer victimization or dat-
ing violence are associated with similar processes. While 
research has demonstrated links among both types of vio-
lence, thwarted belongingness, perceived burdensomeness, 
and suicidal ideation, it is unclear if the pathways from vio-
lence to suicidal ideation are the same across violence type 
in the emerging adult population.

In the present exploratory study, we examined the 
potential mediating role of thwarted belongingness and 
perceived burdensomeness on the relationship between 
experiences four forms of victimization (relational peer 
victimization, physical peer victimization, relational 
dating violence, and physical dating violence) and suicidal 
ideation. Previous research has identified that different 
forms of peer victimization and dating violence, such 
as physical aggression and relational aggression, may 
lead to different outcomes (Hetzel-Riggin & Roby, 2013; 
Nixon et al., 2020; Sinclair et al., 2012). It may be that the 
relationships between physical and relational forms of peer 
victimization and dating violence with suicidal ideation may 
be mediated differently by perceived burdensomeness and 
thwarted belongingness. It is also possible that thwarted 
belongingness and perceived burdensomeness may impact 
suicidal ideation differently after peer victimization as 
compared to dating violence (Debnam et al., 2016).

Considering the summarized research, in this pilot, 
exploratory study, we hypothesize that all forms of vic-
timization (relational or physical/peer victimization or 
dating violence) will be associated with higher levels 
of perceived burdensomeness, thwarted belongingness, 
and suicidal ideation. We also predict that both thwarted 
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belongingness and perceived burdensomeness will mediate 
the relationship between each form of victimization and 
suicidal ideation.

Method

Participants

Participants were recruited from undergraduate psychol-
ogy courses at a college in the northeastern part of the 
United States (N = 205). Students participated in partial 
fulfillment of the requirements for an undergraduate course 
in psychology; participants were invited to complete the 
study if they were 18 years old or older. Participants were 
predominantly women (57%). Ethnoracial background of 
the participants was white (80%), Asian/Pacific Islander 
(13%), African American (4%), Hispanic (1%) and Ameri-
can Indian (< 1%). Participants ranged in age from 18–27 
with an average age of 19.1 (SD = 2.1). While the gen-
der breakdown of participants was consistent with the 
overall demographics of college students in the United 
States, the ethnoracial breakdown was over-representative 
of white and Asian/Pacific Islander students and under-
representative of African American, Hispanic, American 
Indian students enrolled in higher education in the United 
States (National Center for Education Statistics, 2023). 
Therefore, caution should be used when generalizing the 
results of this study to predominantly African American, 
Hispanic, and American Indian groups. The ethnoracial 
breakdown was consistent with the demographics of the 
institution at which the research was conducted.

Measures

Self‑Report of Aggression & Social Behavior Measure 
(SRASBM)  To measure participants’ victimization experi-
ences, the Self-Report of Aggression & Social Behavior 
Measure (Linder et al., 2002) was used. It includes 56 
questions assessing relational (emotional and psychologi-
cal) and physical (threatened harm or bodily injury) peer 
victimization and dating violence victimization experi-
ences within the last year. For this study we only exam-
ined the four victimization subscales: relational peer vic-
timization (four items), physical peer victimization (three 
items), relational dating violence (five items) and physi-
cal dating violence (three items). Participants respond to 
statements on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (not at all true) 
to 7 (very true). Cronbach’s alpha was.73 for relational 
peer victimization, 0.52 for physical peer victimization, 
0.82 for relational dating violence, and 0.81 for physical 
dating violence.

Interpersonal Needs Questionnaire (INQ‑15)  Perceived bur-
densomeness and thwarted belongingness were measured 
with the Interpersonal Needs Questionnaire (INQ-15) (Van 
Orden et al., 2010). This measure contained fifteen ques-
tions ranging on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (not true at 
all for me) to 7 (very true for me). Scores for both subscales 
were calculated with a sum score. For this sample, the Cron-
bach’s alpha for perceived burdensomeness was good (0.90) 
while the Cronbach’s alpha for thwarted belongingness was 
adequate (0.67).

Adult Suicidal Ideation Questionnaire (ASIQ)  Suicidal ideation 
was measured with the Adult Suicidal Ideation Questionnaire 
(ASIQ) (Reynolds, 1991). The ASIQ is a self-report measure 
consisting of 25 items measuring suicidal thoughts or 
behaviors. Participants respond on an 8-point scale ranging 
from 0 (I never had this thought) to 7 (almost every day) about 
suicidal ideation for the past year. Higher scores indicate one 
has more suicidal thoughts. The ASIQ has been shown to have 
high internal consistency and test–retest reliability (r = 0.86) 
in a college student population (Reynolds, 1991). For this 
sample, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.98.

Demographics  Participants reported their age, race, and 
gender.

Procedure

Participants were assessed individually; they were first 
presented with a brief overview of the study procedures. 
After gaining consent, the participants completed the ASIQ, 
INQ-15, and SRASBM, (in order), followed by demo-
graphic questions. Local and national crisis and mental 
health resources provided to all participants. The study was 
approved by the IRB at the university at which it was con-
ducted, and all participants were treated according to the 
Ethical Code of the American Psychological Association. If 
participants reported any critical items, the participant was 
assessed for risk of suicide by either a licensed psychologist 
or an advanced graduate student in clinical psychology. No 
participants were found to be at imminent risk for harm.

Data Analysis Plan

Cronbach alphas were calculated for each measure (Nunnally 
& Bernstein, 1994). Pearson correlations among all variables 
were calculated. Mediation of the variables was assessed 
using the PROCESS model developed by Hayes (2018). 
Thwarted belongingness and perceived burdensomeness 
were tested as parallel multiple mediators of the relationship 
of victimization and suicidal ideation in four separate 
mediation models, one for each of the four forms of 
victimization (relational and physical/peer victimization 
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and dating violence). We tested the significance of indirect 
effects using the bootstrapping procedures in the PROCESS 
macro developed by Hayes (2018). Unstandardized direct, 
indirect, and total effects were computed for each of 5000 
bootstrapped samples with a 95% confidence interval.

Results

Few missing data were identified (< 1%) and were replaced 
with the series mean for that item (Tabacknick & Fidell, 
2019). No evidence of skewness, kurtosis, or multicollinear-
ity were found in a review of the data prior to the analyses. 
Table 1 reports the means, standard deviations, and correla-
tions of all variables. All variables demonstrated signifi-
cant correlations. Perceived burdensomeness demonstrated 
a significantly stronger correlation with suicidal ideation 
than the correlation between thwarted belongingness and 
suicidal ideation, z(202) = 4.59, p < 0.001. Z score analyses 
demonstrated no significant differences in the strength of 
correlations between any forms of violence with suicidal 
ideation, thwarted belongingness, or perceived burdensome-
ness, ps > 0.10.

Peer Victimization and Suicidal Ideation

We first tested the relationship between relational peer vic-
timization and suicidal ideation accounting for the two pro-
posed mediators. Relational peer victimization significantly 
predicted perceived burdensomeness (B = .33, SE = .10, 
t = 3.22, p = .002, 95% CI [.13 to .54]) but not thwarted 
belongingness (B = .49, SE = .25, t = 1.92, p = .06, 95% 
CI [-.01 to 1.00]). The direct effect of relational peer vic-
timization on suicidal ideation was not significant (B = .65, 
SE = .39, t = 1.70, p = .09, 95% CI [-.11 to 1.42]). Both 
perceived burdensomeness (B = 3.67, SE = .14, t = 10.63, 
p < .001, 95% CI [2.99 to 4.35]) and thwarted belonging-
ness (B = .33, SE = .14, t = 2.40, p = .02, 95% CI [.06 to .61]) 
predicted suicidal ideation. The total effect of relational peer 
victimization on suicidal ideation was significant (B = 2.04, 
SE = .57, t = 3.61, p = .0004, 95% CI, [.92 to 3.16]). The 

results indicate that perceived burdensomeness was a sig-
nificant mediator of relational peer victimization and sui-
cidal ideation (indirect effect = 1.22, SE = .60, 95% CI [.43 
to 2.81]) while thwarted belongingness did have a signifi-
cant indirect effect on suicidal ideation (indirect effect = .16, 
SE = .13, 95% CI [.01 to .58]). However, since relational 
peer victimization was not a significant predictor of thwarted 
belongingness it did not serve as a mediator.

We then looked at the relationship between physical peer 
victimization and suicidal ideation. Physical peer victimi-
zation significantly predicted perceived burdensomeness 
(B = .34, SE = .11, t = 3.22, p = .002, 95% CI, [.13 to .54]) 
but not thwarted belongingness (B = .49, SE = .26, t = 1.92, 
p = 0.057, 95% CI, [-0.02 to 1.00]). The direct effect of 
physical peer victimization on suicidal ideation was not sig-
nificant (B = .65, SE = .39, t = 1.70, p = .09, 95% CI [-.11 to 
1.42]). Both perceived burdensomeness (B = 3.67, SE = .14, 
t = 10.63, p < .001, 95% CI [2.99 to 4.35]) and thwarted 
belongingness (B = .33, SE = .14, t = 2.40, p = .02, 95% CI 
[.06 to .61]) predicted suicidal ideation. The total effect of 
physical peer victimization on suicidal ideation was signifi-
cant (B = 2.04, SE = .57, t = 3.60, p = .0004, 95% CI [.92 to 
3.16]). Examination of the indirect effects demonstrated that 
perceived burdensomeness (indirect effect = 1.22, SE = .57, 
95% CI [.42 to 2.67]) was a significant mediator of physi-
cal peer victimization and suicidal ideation. While thwarted 
belongingness had a significant indirect effect on suicidal 
ideation (indirect effect = .16, SE = .13, 95% CI [.02 to .59]), 
because physical peer victimization was not a predictor of 
thwarted belongingness it could not serve as a mediator.

Dating Violence and Suicidal Ideation

Examining relational dating violence victimization, rela-
tional dating violence was a significant predictor of per-
ceived burdensomeness (B = .23, SE = .06, t = 3.63, p = .004, 
95% CI, [.11 to .36]) and thwarted belongingness (B = .58, 
SE = 014, t = 4.06, p = .0001, 95% CI, [.30 to .86]). The direct 
effect of relational dating violence victimization on suicidal 
ideation was not significant (B = .32, SE = .24, t = 1.32, 
p = .19, 95% CI, [-.16 to .80]). Perceived burdensomeness 

Table 1   Means, standard 
deviations, and correlations for 
all variables

N = 202. **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Suicidal ideation 13.06 19.52 __
2. Perceived burdensomeness 8.18 4.20 .72** __
3. Thwarted belongingness 19.89 9.68 .42** .47** __
4. Relational peer victimization 11.94 5.94 .21** .29** .16* __
5. Relational dating violence 7.48 6.40 .22** .23** .26** .36** __
6. Physical peer victimization 5.08 2.82 .27** .26** .15* .51** .26** __
7. Physical dating violence 3.25 2.88 .19** .17* .19** .34** .75** .33** __
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(B = 2.72, SE = .37, t = 7.31, p < .0001, 95% CI [1.99 to 
3.46]) but not thwarted belongingness (B = .27, SE = .17, 
t = 1.63, p = .19, 95% CI [-.06 to .61]) predicted suicidal ide-
ation. The total effect of relational dating violence victimiza-
tion on suicidal ideation was significant (B = 1.11, SE = .29, 
t = 3.74, p = .0003, CI, [.52 to 1.70]). The results show that 
the indirect effect of relational dating violence victimization 
on suicidal ideation through perceived burdensomeness was 
significant (indirect effect = .64, SE = .34, 95% CI [.15 to 
1.48]). The indirect effect of thwarted belongingness had 
95% CI that contained zero (indirect effect = .16, SE = .13, 
95% CI [-.03 to .48]) suggesting that it did not mediate the 
relationship between relational dating violence victimization 
and suicidal ideation.

Physical dating violence victimization did not sig-
nificantly predict perceived burdensomeness (B = .24, 
SE = .15, t = 1.60, p = .11, 95% CI, [-.06 to .53]) but did 
predict thwarted belongingness (B = .72, SE = .32, t = 2.23, 
p = .028, 95% CI, [.08 to 1.35]). The direct effect of physical 
dating violence victimization on suicidal ideation was not 
significant (B = .62, SE = .51, t = 1.23, p = .22, 95% CI [-.38 
to 1.63]). Perceived burdensomeness (B = 3.06, SE = .37, 
t = 8.32, p < .0001, 95% CI [2.33 to 3.79]) but not thwarted 
belongingness (B = .29, SE = .51, t = 1.69, p = .09, 95% CI 
[-.05 to .63]) predicted suicidal ideation. The total effect 
was significant (B = 1.56, SE = .72, t = 2.19, p = .03, 95% CI 
[.15 to 2.97]). Neither perceived burdensomeness (indirect 
effect = .73, SE = .59, 95% CI [-.04 to 2.33]) nor thwarted 
belongingness (indirect effect = .21, SE = .19, 95% CI [-0.02 
to .82]) significantly mediated the relationship between 
physical dating violence victimization and suicidal ideation.

Discussion

We predicted that all forms of violence (relational peer vic-
timization, physical peer victimization, relational dating 
violence, and physical dating violence) would be signifi-
cantly and positively associated with thwarted belonging-
ness, perceived burdensomeness, and suicidal ideation in the 
emerging adult sample. Our results support this hypothesis. 
The strongest correlation was between suicidal ideation and 
perceived burdensomeness, while the correlation between 
thwarted belongingness and suicidal ideation was moder-
ate. These results are consistent with the extant literature 
on the interpersonal theory of suicide (Chu et al., 2017; 
Joiner, 2005; Van Orden et al., 2010). Ma and colleagues 
(2016) found that while both perceived burdensomeness 
and thwarted belongingness were predictive of increases 
in suicidal ideation, perceived burdensomeness was a more 
powerful predictor than thwarted belongingness of suicidal 
ideation. In some cases, perceived burdensomeness overrode 
thwarted belongingness as the only significant predictor. 

Like Ma and colleagues (2016), Chu et al. reported that the 
strength of the relationship between perceived burdensome-
ness and suicidal ideation was stronger than the relationship 
between thwarted belongingness and suicidal ideation.

In addition, all four forms of violence demonstrated 
significant and positive correlations with thwarted belong-
ingness, perceived burdensomeness, and suicidal ideation. 
These results provide further support for the theory that vio-
lence victimization, whether it is physical or relational, or 
perpetrated by peers or romantic partners, can be a risk factor 
for suicidal ideation and negative feelings of worth and con-
nection. The data from this study is consistent with the estab-
lished literature (Arango et al., 2016; Bauman et al., 2013; 
Cao et al., 2020; Chang et al., 2015; Crowell-Williamson  
et al., 2019; Mereish et al., 2014; Mitchell et al., 2018; 
Sareen et al., 2005; Smith et al., 2022; Wolford-Clevenger 
et al., 2016).

We also hypothesized that perceived burdensomeness 
and thwarted belongingness would mediate the relationship 
between forms of peer victimization and dating violence vic-
timization and suicidal ideation. The results demonstrated 
that perceived burdensomeness fully mediated the relation-
ship between relational peer victimization, physical peer 
victimization, and relational dating violence and suicidal 
ideation. In other words, these three forms of violence were 
associated with increased participants’ increased feelings of 
being a drain or hindrance on loved ones, which in turn was 
associated with increased suicidal ideation. Our results are 
consistent with the findings of Mitchell et al. (2018) and 
Smith et al. (2022) who identified perceived burdensome-
ness as mediator of the relationship of peer victimization 
and dating violence and suicidal ideation. The implications 
of these results suggest that in survivors of any form of peer 
victimization, and of relational dating violence, it would be 
important to evaluate the survivors’ feelings of being a bur-
den to their loved ones. If survivors’ report increased feel-
ings of being a burden to others, they may be more prone to 
experience suicidal ideation and may pose a greater risk to 
themselves than survivors who do not report heightened feel-
ings of burdensomeness. It may also be helpful to work with 
survivors’ friends and family to find ways to communicate 
to the survivors’ that they are not seen as a burden (McClay 
et al., 2020); cognitive strategies to challenge these beliefs 
may also be successful in reducing burdensome beliefs 
(Buitron et al., 2022).

Inconsistent with previous research (Cao et al., 2020;  
Coelho et  al., 2022; Wolford-Clevenger et  al., 2016), 
thwarted belongingness did not serve as a mediator between 
the experience of violence and suicidal ideation. Thwarted 
belongingness was positively associated with both vio-
lence experience and suicidal ideation but did not rise to 
the level of prediction or mediation of suicidal ideation. 
The results could be explained by a few different factors. 



International Journal of Bullying Prevention	

First, the reliability of the thwarted belongingness scale 
in this sample was lower than expected; it may be that the 
measure used may need refinement to accurately assess 
thwarted belongingness in emerging adults. Second, it 
may be that belongingness is not a good indicator of sui-
cidal ideation in emerging adults because, according to 
Erikson (1968), it is a central conflict of this psychosocial 
stage of development. Therefore, variations in feelings of 
belongingness may be the normal experience for members 
of this age group, making it a poor predictor of negative 
health outcomes. Third, it may also be due to developmen-
tal changes that occur during emerging adulthood, or the 
move from belongingness with family to belongingness 
with peers, intimate partners, and institutions. For example,  
Ploskonka and Servaty-Seib (2015) reported that only fam-
ily belongingness was predictive suicidal ideation in college 
students, while peer and institution belongingness were not  
predictive of suicidal ideation.

Physical victimization by dating partners was the only 
violence situation in which neither thwarted belonging-
ness nor perceived burdensomeness served as mediators. It 
was also the only form of violence that was predictive of 
thwarted belongingness but not perceived burdensomeness. 
This result may be due to the specific nature of physical vic-
timization by a romantic partner. Previous research (Baiden 
et al., 2021) has linked suicidal ideation in survivors of dat-
ing violence with sexual assault, depression, and identifying 
as a sexual minority—all factors that are associated with 
feelings of thwarted belongingness. These results may also 
be due to the low base rate of physical dating violence in 
the sample. Given that emerging adults, particularly those at 
the beginning of this stage of development, may have expe-
rienced few dating relationships and even fewer plagued 
with physical violence, it might not be possible to get a full 
picture of how physical dating violence is associated with 
suicidal ideation in this young sample.

Several limitations should be noted in this explora-
tory, pilot examination of the potential mediating roles of 
thwarted belongingness and perceived burdensomeness. 
First, the generalizability of the results is limited. Most of 
the sample was predominantly white women enrolled in 
college, so caution should be taken applying these results 
to people of different racial, ethnic, and geographically 
located groups. The sample size is also smaller; replication 
in a larger sample would allow for the use of a single model 
to examine the relationships between all forms of violence 
to better address issues of multicollinearity. The use of four 
separate models could increase the risk of overestimating 
the impact of each form of violence. With a large enough 
sample size, using a single model to examine the individual 
and combined impact of all four forms of violence, would 
consider the relationships among the different forms of vio-
lence, and provide more accurate standard errors. It would 

provide a more parsimonious test of the research question 
and reduce bias in the interpretation of the data (Teixeira-
Pinto et al., 2009). Using a single model would also be a 
more accurate representation of the lived experiences of 
victims of violence, who often experience multiple forms 
of violence (Garthe et al., 2017). It would also allow for the 
examination of other potential covariates, such as gender, 
minority status, depression, etc. Another limitation was that 
two of the subscales demonstrated internal consistency met-
rics that were low, physical peer victimization and thwarted 
belongingness. It is important to interpret the results that 
include these scales with caution, as lower reliability sta-
tistics can call into question if we truly are measuring these 
constructs accurately. It may be that we are missing a clear 
picture of the experiences of physical peer victimization 
and thwarted belongingness in the sample. Future research 
should find more robust measures of these constructs to 
clarify the results.

The study also only examined victimization and not 
perpetration of violence. Previous research has identified 
increased suicidal ideation in perpetrators of both peer vic-
timization and dating violence (Holt et al., 2015; Wolford-
Clevenger et al., 2015). Future studies should consider the 
impact that violence perpetration has on thwarted belonging-
ness and perceived burdensomeness in an emerging adult 
population. Relatedly, the measure used examined general 
aspects of physical and psychological aspects of peer vic-
timization and dating violence. It would be helpful to fur-
ther explore how the relationships examined in this paper 
may manifest in more specific forms of peer victimization, 
such as cyberbullying, or dating violence, such as coercive 
control. Future research should examine if these results can 
be found across varying types of victimization experiences, 
including general bullying victimization. Lastly, the data 
is cross-sectional so causal relationships cannot be deter-
mined using the current sample. Replication in a longitudi-
nal dataset is necessary to determine if these relationships 
are causal and not just predictive. However, even without 
causal relationships, these results provide evidence for the 
need of clinicians working with survivors of violence to 
assess thwarted belongingness, perceived burdensomeness, 
and suicidal ideation.

This study focused on peer victimization and dating vio-
lence victimization in college students. The results of this 
study demonstrate the gravity of implementing prevention 
and intervention programs in college populations to address 
both the incidence of violence but also to reduce feelings 
of burdensomeness, lack of belonging, and suicidal idea-
tion. The data showed that peer victimization and relational 
dating violence experiences are related to suicidal ideation 
through perceived burdensomeness and, to a lesser extent, 
thwarted belongingness. Based on the strength of the rela-
tionship of perceived burdensomeness in each violence 
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situation, targeting the component of perceived burden-
someness specifically within violence prevention programs 
may prove to be an effective addition to current programs. 
Additionally, the results demonstrate there is a different rela-
tionship between physical violence from peers and from a 
romantic partner. Potential interventions and prevention 
programs may want to discuss the differences between the 
two, perhaps impacting suicidal ideation levels in a college 
population.
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