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Abstract of Thesis Presented to the Graduate School 

of the University of Florida in Partial Fulfillment of the 
Requirements for the Degree of Master of Science 

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AS A PREDICTOR OF BULLYING AND PEER 
VICTIMIZATION AMONG RURAL ADOLESCENTS 

By 

Jennifer Sivinski 

May 2006 

Chair:  Brenda Wiens 
Major Department:  Clinical and Health Psychology 

As posited by the Social Cognitive Theory, behavior exhibited by parents may be 

learned and mimicked by their children.  Specifically, in the context of the current study, 

children who witness adult-to-adult violence in the home may display violent behavior or 

may be more likely to be victimized by peers.  The objective of the current study was to 

determine if witnessing adult-to-adult violence in the home predicted adolescent bullying 

or peer victimization in a rural sample.  Adolescents in grades 6-12 (N = 1, 539) from 

Columbia County, Florida, were given two self-report scales in order to measure both 

physical and relational bullying and victimization.  In addition, students were asked 

questions regarding their experience of violence in the home.  Logistic regression models 

were constructed to determine if witnessing violence in the home was a significant 

predictor of bullying or victimization behaviors.  After controlling for demographic 

factors and child abuse in the home, results indicated that witnessing domestic violence 

was a significant predictor for bullying behaviors but not peer victimization.  In 



ix 

conclusion, these findings have implications for anti-bullying curriculum development 

and for interventions with children who have witnessed adult-to-adult violence in the 

home. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

According to Albert Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory (1973), individuals learn 

by imitating the actions of others (termed “modeling”).  Consistent with this concept, one 

way in which children learn is by observing other’s behavior.  Following from this, it is 

possible that children and adolescents who witness violence in the home may learn that it 

is acceptable to commit violent acts themselves.  In a similar manner, children might 

observe and mimic the role of the victim in a given relationship.  Occurrences of school 

violence and increased reports of bullying behavior have led to focused efforts to 

determine what factors are related to violent behavior in youth, especially since there are 

multiple short and long-term consequences of youth bullying and victimization. The 

current study attempted to add to the knowledge base regarding factors related to violent 

behavior in youth by looking at the impact of witnessing adult-to-adult violence in the 

home on adolescent bullying and victimization behaviors 

Witnessing Adult-to-Adult Violence in the Home 

Severe violence is thought to be present in almost 13% of all marriages in the 

United States (Straus, 1977).   Children are often the unintended victims of adult-to-adult 

violence in the home, and the effects of witnessing this violence have been increasingly 

well-documented over the past two decades.  Findings suggest that youth who witness 

violence in the home are more likely to have increased levels of depression, externalizing 

and internalizing disorders, decreased self-esteem and social competence, and higher 
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levels of child psychopathology when compared to peers who have not witnessed such 

violence (Levendosky, Huth-Bocks, & Semel, 2000).   

The effects of witnessing violence in the home are not limited to childhood.  

According to a review conducted by Widom (1989), up to 70% of violent adults have a 

history of exposure to violence in childhood, either as direct victims or as witnesses of 

interparental violence.  A nationally administered survey by Straus (1975) found that 

adults who had observed violence as children were more likely to approve of violent 

means of conflict resolution as adults.  Similarly, Kalmuss (1984) reported that observing 

interparental hitting was strongly related to severe marital aggression in adults.  In fact, 

observation of interparental violence had stronger effects on future marital aggression 

than did parent-child violence.  A more recent study by Ehrensaft and Brown (2003) also 

found that children who witnessed adult-to-adult violence in the home were significantly 

more at risk for adult partner violence than children who had not witnessed this type of 

violence in the home. 

However, several other studies have found that children who have witnessed adult-

to-adult violence in the home may not be negatively affected.  Jaffe and Wolfe (1990) 

found that interparental violence may not always have negative behavioral effects on 

children. Instead, they posited that, in some situations, it actually had protective effects 

on those who were exposed.  They based this conclusion on findings that some children 

in the study who were exposed to interparental violence had higher self-concepts than 

children not exposed to violence in the home.  Song, Singer, and Anglin (1998) found 

that being a victim or witness of violence at home was not a predictor of violent behavior 

for boys, but was a predictor of violent behaviors in girls.  In general, it appears that 
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children’s responses to witnessing adult-to-adult violence in the home may vary 

depending on a number of factors, some of which may still be unknown, and it should not 

be assumed that all children will react similarly. 

Some research in the area has documented that children who were abused and also 

witnessed adult-to-adult violence in the home were more severely affected than children 

who were abused but did not witness violence in the home, or children who witnessed 

violence in the home but were not physically abused.  A study by Miller and Gilner 

(1991) found that adolescents with a history of both abuse and witnessing violence had 

significantly higher scores on a measure examining effects of child abuse (Child Abuse 

Potential Inventory) than those who had not been a victim or witness of violence in the 

home or children who had been abused but did not witness interparental violence.  

Considering that there can be overlap between child abuse and adult-to-adult violence in 

the home, such findings speak to the importance of examining the effects of witnessing 

adult-to-adult violence in the home separately from child abuse in order to control for the 

influence of child abuse on behavior.   

The majority of studies in this area have been conducted with younger populations, 

and thus do not address the effects of observing such violence on adolescents, who are at 

a unique developmental stage.  Adolescents are more independent and have formed many 

of their own opinions, but still live within the rules and instructions of their caregivers.  

Straus (1992) has suggested there might be as many as 10 million teenagers exposed to 

parental violence each year.   While results of a national survey conducted in 1987 

suggested that approximately 3.3 million children are exposed to domestic violence each 

year (Fantuzzo & Mohr, 1999), the number of adolescents exposed has not been 
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empirically studied.  A few studies have looked at the impact of family violence on 

adolescent relationships.  Wekerle and Gelles (1998) found that witnessing or 

experiencing family violence was the most significant predictor of adolescent male 

abusive behavior in an adolescent romantic relationship.  Also, witnessing or 

experiencing family violence was found to be a significant predictor for male or female 

victimization when in a close relationship with a member of the opposite sex.  

Levendosky and colleagues (2002) found that adolescents who witnessed violence in the 

home were more likely to have an avoidant attachment style and less likely to be securely 

attached.  Based on their results, they suggested that adolescents might internalize the 

relationship difficulties they witness in the home.  While this literature documents the 

effects of family violence on adolescents’ romantic relationships, less research has been 

done on how witnessing such violence affects adolescent peer relationships.  Thus, the 

unique effects of witnessing adult-to-adult violence in the home on peer relationships 

during adolescence are still largely unknown. 

In general, research in the area of witnessing adult-to-adult violence in the home 

has determined that there are a number of consequences for those that witness violence, 

both in childhood and adolescence.  While research determining the effects of domestic 

violence on adolescent social functioning is more limited, there is evidence to suggest 

that family violence may influence adolescent aggressive behavior in romantic 

relationships. 

Bullying 

Bullying has been defined in the literature as repeated behavior, both physical and 

verbal, that occurs over time and entails an imbalance of strength and power, so that the 

individual being bullied has difficulty defending him or herself (Craig, 1997).  An 
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increasingly common way that researchers classify bullying behavior has been to identify 

categories of bullying.  These categories identify individuals as bullies, bully-victims, or 

victims.  Those that fall into the role of bullies are aggressive with other students, but are 

never themselves the victims of bullying behaviors.  Victims are consistently acted 

aggressively upon, but are not considered to consistently behave aggressively towards 

others.  Bully-victims alternate between the role of bully and/or victim in a given 

situation (Austin & Joseph, 1996).  The emerging theme from the most commonly 

utilized definitions in the field is that bullying consists of group, as opposed to individual, 

mentality/brutality and can be physical or psychological in nature.  Bullying and 

victimization most likely affect almost all students in a school to some extent, including 

bystanders.  Due in part to a recent surge of literature in the area, bullying is now widely 

regarded as a serious problem for the health and well-being of children.   

Estimates of bullying prevalence vary greatly depending on a number of factors 

including survey instrument utilized, research location, ages of students surveyed, and 

number of participants surveyed.  Smith and colleagues (2000) stated that bullying affects 

between 7 and 35% of students in the United States, Canada, Australia, and Japan.   Seals 

and Young (2003) surveyed 430 students in California and found that 24% of the 

sampled students reported recent bullying involvement.  Data regarding the relationship 

of bullying to gender, age, ethnicity, and other demographic information have also been 

reported in the literature.  Seals and Young (2003) found that significantly more boys 

than girls were involved in physical bullying behaviors and that there was a drop in 

bullying between seventh and eighth grades.  Other studies (Smith et al., 2000; Xin Ma, 

2002) have also shown an age drop in bullying during middle school.  In terms of the 
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effect of ethnicity on bullying behavior, Seals and Young (2003) did not find differences 

in rates of bullying when comparing Caucasian and African American students.  

Bosworth and colleagues (1999) also found no significant association between ethnicity 

and bullying behaviors.  Additionally, Sourander and Helstela (2000) found no 

significant associations between parental education or socio-economic status and bullying 

persistence from ages eight to sixteen. 

Physical bullying has been shown to be persistent and have negative consequences 

for bullies.  A longitudinal study by Sourander and Helstela (2000) found that bullying at 

age eight was associated with bullying at age sixteen.  They also found that bullying at 

both time points led to a wide range of psychological problems for bullies and referral to 

child mental health services.  Kumpulainen and Rasanen (2000) found that those students 

who were labeled as bullies at age eight were more likely to have significant deviant and 

illegal behavior seven years later at age fifteen.  Other findings suggest that bullies are at 

greater risk for depression and social anxiety.  Students in grades five through eight who 

were bullies reported increased levels of depression on the Children’s Depression 

Inventory or anxiety on the Franke and Hymel (1984) Social Anxiety Scale (Craig, 

1998).   Interestingly, a 2001 school-based study (Haynie, Nansel, & Eitel, 2001) found 

that bully-victims had higher rates of depression and behavioral problems than children 

who were only victims or bullies.  In another study conducted in Greece, Andreau (2001) 

found that bully-victims also had lower levels of social acceptance and problem-solving 

abilities than bullies, victims, or those not involved in any related behavior.  These two 

studies suggest that bully-victims have unique traits not shared by those who are only 

victims or bullies. 



7 

 

Crick and colleagues (1999) have posited that bullying behavior is not always 

physical in nature.  They use the term “relational aggression” to refer to more subtle 

aggressive acts that utilize the power of relationships to victimize others.  Specifically, as 

opposed to physical aggression that encompasses physical threat of harm or actual harm, 

relational aggressive acts “are those in which damage to relationships (or the threat of 

damage) serves as a means of harm” (Crick, 2002, p. 599).  Relational aggression 

generally does not include physical aggression; instead, it refers to socially manipulative 

behaviors such as spreading rumors or social exclusion. 

Relational aggression is frequently seen in American schools and rates have been 

found to differ by gender.  Crick (1996) and other researchers (Bosworth, Espelage, & 

Simon, 1999) have found girls to display higher amounts of relational aggression than 

boys, while boys displayed a higher frequency of direct aggressive behaviors.  As with 

physical bullying, researchers have found relational bullying to be associated with 

negative outcomes.  Craig (1998) found that relational aggressors suffered from more 

depression and social anxiety than a comparison population of fifth through eighth 

graders who did not endorse relationally aggressive behaviors.   Furthermore, relationally 

aggressive children evidence more externalizing symptoms and are more disliked than 

other middle-school aged students (Prinstein, Boergers, & Vernberg, 2001).   

Potential predictors of bullying behavior are coming to light as a result of recent 

studies and appear to be multiply derived.  For example, it has been shown that 

aggressive attitudes predict bullying behavior in middle-school students (McConville & 

Cornell, 2003).  Also, it has been shown that the company one keeps (i.e., an adolescent’s 

peer group) effects adolescent bullying behavior (Espelage, Holt, & Henkel, 2003).  
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Through peer nomination, Espelage and colleagues (2003) found that students (both male 

and female) generally affiliated with other students who had comparable levels of self-

reported bullying behaviors. 

In addition to the peer group, the home environment has also been shown to play a 

role in the development of bullying behaviors (Farrington & Ely, 1993).  In fact, violent 

homes are one of the highest risk factors for anti-social behavior in general (Seals & 

Young, 2003).  The effect of the family environment on bullying behaviors has been 

studied both in the United States and abroad.  Several studies have found associations 

between specific parenting styles and bullying behavior in childhood.  For example, it has 

been found that the parents of bullies often have conflictual relationships, lack warmth in 

their relationships, are authoritarian, and use power-assertive methods for discipline 

which include physical punishment (Lowenstein, 1978; Olweus, 1994; Smith & Myron-

Wilson, 1998).  Bowers and Binney (1992) found that bullies were more likely to live in 

non-cohesive families as measured by the Family System Test, which examined how 

children ages eight to eleven perceived their families on dimensions of Power and 

Cohesion.  Baldry and Farrington (2000) compared children who were self-reported 

bullies to those who were reportedly delinquents (i.e., committed illegal acts) and found 

that bullies had authoritarian, punitive, and non-supportive parents who tended to 

disagree with each other.  Bullies were also more likely to disagree with their parents 

than non-bullies.  This particular study found that these parental characteristics were 

unique to bullies.  Those students classified as delinquents were more likely to have 

conflictual and low supportive parents as opposed to the punitive and non-supportive 

parenting associated with bullies. 
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The unique impact of witnessing adult-to-adult violence in the home on children’s 

bullying behaviors has only been documented in one previous Italian study (Baldry, 

2003).  This study, conducted in Rome, Italy, examined the impact of domestic violence 

on children’s bullying behavior in middle and high schools.  The researcher utilized a 

translated version of the bullying questionnaire designed by Olweus (1993) to measure 

bullying behaviors.  Exposure to domestic violence was measured with a modified 

version of the Conflict Tactic Scale.  Baldry (2003) found that exposure to domestic 

violence was associated with increased bullying behaviors.  Overall, she found that 

bullies were 1.8 times more likely than non-bullies to have been exposed to domestic 

violence.  Also, there was a highly significant relationship between bullying and maternal 

verbal aggression against the father figure in the home, as well as a slightly less 

significant correlation between paternal physical aggression in the home and bullying 

behaviors.  In these cases she found that boys and girls exposed to this type of violence 

were significantly more likely to be involved in both physical and relational bullying at 

school.  Girls’ bullying behavior appeared to be somewhat more influenced by the 

witnessing of domestic violence than boys.  In general, this study provided evidence that 

bullying and witnessing adult-to-adult violence in the home are related phenomena.   

Victimization 

Prevalence rates of victimization from bullying are widely disputed in the 

literature.  In a large, school-based sample, Duncan (1999) reported that 25% of students 

were victims of bullying.  However, Perry, Kusel, and Perry (1998) found that only 10% 

of students reported peer victimization, while a retrospective study by Hoover and 

colleagues (1992) found that 77% of adults reported being victims of bullying before the 

age of eighteen.  Whether or not a consistent prevalence rate can be determined in 
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American schools, peer victimization is clearly a significant problem that affects many 

children.  Like bullying, peer victimization has been found to vary along demographic 

characteristics, especially age and gender.  A retrospective study by Eslea and Rees 

(2001) found that adults generally remembered being bullied between the ages of eleven 

and thirteen, with less risk for peer victimization before and after this age range.  A 

Canadian study conducted by Xin Ma (2002) in a rural school district found gender and 

physical condition to be the most important characteristics associated with being 

victimized in grades six and eight; boys were more likely to be victimized as well as 

those individuals in poor physical condition (including children who were overweight, 

disabled, etc.).            

Prevalence rates for victimization by relational aggression have been reported less 

in the literature.  Storch and Masia-Warner (2004) found that 17.5% of the females in 

their sample reported being victims of relational aggression.  Crick (1996) has also 

reported high levels of victimization from relational aggression (above 20%), which was 

found to be linked to psychosocial adjustment problems for children.  Similar to the 

commission of relational aggression, being the victim of relational aggression has been 

found to be more commonly reported by girls than boys.  Crick and Grotpeter (1996) 

found that boys were less likely to be victims of relational aggression and more likely to 

be victims of physical aggression. Baldry and Farrington (2000) also found that girl 

victims suffered more from relational bullying, while boy victims were more affected by 

physical bullying. However, several recent studies have suggested that male and female 

students are equally likely to be the target of relational aggression (Paquette & 

Underwood, 1999; Roecker-Phelps, 2001).  Roecker-Phelps (2001) suggested that studies 
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that have found gender differences may be overlooking relational victimization in boys 

because physical victimization receives more attention and may be perceived as more 

harmful to them. 

Research suggests that victims of physical bullying are at risk for suicide (Tanaka, 

2001), medical and psychological conditions (Bond & Thomas, 2001), and other negative 

outcomes.  Craig (1998) found that victims of bullies reported significantly higher 

anxiety and depression than children who had not been victimized.  When these results 

were examined by gender and age, it was determined that female victims reported more 

depression than male victims, and that older victims also reported more depression than 

younger victims (Craig, 1998).   In this study, victims reported a higher level of anxiety 

than bullies or students who did not report either bullying or peer victimization.   

Relational aggression can also affect victims in various ways.  Victims of relational 

aggression have been found to be more depressed, anxious, and to have lower self-esteem 

than children who do not report such peer victimization (Crick & Grotpeter, 1996; Ladd 

& Ladd, 2001).  Yoon and colleagues (2004) suggested that relational aggression may 

have a greater impact in adolescence because of the importance of social relationships 

during this developmental period.  Victims of relational aggression also are more likely 

than those who are not victimized to feel that there is something they have done to cause 

the maltreatment by others.  These negative attributions may lead to additional decreases 

in self-esteem and other difficulties, such as depression (Ladd & Ladd, 2001).   

Victims of both physical and relational bullying often fail to report that they have 

been bullied (Smith, Morita, Junger-Tas, Olweus, Catalano, & Slee, 2001).  Because of 

this, school authorities may be unaware of the extent of violent activity occurring in their 
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educational environments and may not take necessary action.  Newman, Murray, and 

Lussier (2001) found that girls were more willing to seek help than boys, although in 

general decisions were influenced by the students’ self-concepts and emotions, as well as 

their perceptions of how teachers and classmates might respond to their help-seeking 

behavior.  Another study by Unnever and Cornell (2004) also looked at factors that may 

influence a student’s decision to report school bullying.  Reporting was found to increase 

with the chronicity of victimization.  Students who perceived their parents as using 

coercive forms of discipline (such as threatening language and other forms of aggression) 

were less likely to report being bullied at school.  Past research indicates that help-

seeking can provide health related benefits (Kaukinen, 2002) and can reduce the 

probability of being victimized in the future (Ladd & Ladd, 2001).   

General effects of the home environment on peer victimization have been examined 

in several studies.  A Norwegian study by Fosse and Holen (2002) surveyed adult 

psychiatric outpatients and found that men who were verbally or physically bullied in 

childhood were more likely to have been raised without a biological father.  Furthermore, 

women who were victims of physical or relational bullying as children were more likely 

to have had less care from their fathers when younger and to have experienced 

significantly more emotional and physical neglect and abuse growing up.   Bully-victims 

have described their home lives as cohesive, but enmeshed (Bowers et al., 1992).  Also, 

Rigby (1994) reported that female bully-victims had poorer family functioning than non-

victims, but that there was no difference between male victims and non-victims when 

they were in families with both the mother and father present.   In a retrospective study 

on the effects of the home environment on peer victimization, Duncan (1999) surveyed 
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college freshman in order to assess frequency of abuse, peer victimization, and current 

psychological distress.  She found that victims of bullying were significantly more likely 

to be victims of emotional and physical maltreatment by their parents than non-victims.  

Victims of bullies were significantly more likely to have been slapped or kicked by their 

mothers and were also more likely to have experienced childhood sexual assault.  Finally, 

it has been found that children with coercive parents are less likely to report being bullied 

(Unnever & Cornell, 2004). 

Baldry (2003) examined the relationship between exposure to domestic violence 

and peer victimization and found a significant relationship between witnessing domestic 

violence and being victimized at school.  In fact, 71% of children who were exposed to 

domestic violence were also victimized at school.  In contrast, 56.9% of children who 

were not exposed to domestic violence reported being victimized at school, which was a 

significant difference.  Additionally, while exposure to maternal physical violence against 

the father was not significantly associated with victimization, paternal physical violence 

against the mother was positively associated with victimization.  Results of this study 

suggested a significant relationship between witnessing violence in the home and being 

the victim of bullying.  However, this study did not examine potential moderating factors 

and focused mainly on children ages eight to fifteen. 

Methodological Considerations in the Assessment of Bullying/Victimization 

As noted earlier, definitions and prevalence rates of bullying and victimization 

differ in the literature.  Some of these variations likely result from differences in the 

assessment of these behaviors.  Pellegrini and Bartini (2000) compared peer and self-

report measures to identify middle-schoolers with different levels of aggression and 

victimization.  They found that both peer and self-report measures were associated in 
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their identification of aggressive students.  They also found that student diary entries 

were significantly related to the self-report measure.  In general, they found that the self-

report measure was an adequate way to assess bullying behavior.  However, they 

suggested that, optimally, several measures should be used to assess both bullying and 

victimization behaviors.  In another study, Olweus (1993) found children’s self-reports to 

be valid indicators of bullying behaviors, perhaps even more valid than assessments by 

school officials who sometimes do not realize the extent of violence in their schools.   

Unique Challenges of Rurality 

The specific challenges that rural communities face are often underrepresented in 

literature concerning social problems.  Individuals living in rural environments often have 

less access to health-care, jobs, education, and general necessities.  These challenges 

could potentially make redressing social problems such as family violence and 

bullying/victimization all the more difficult for rural communities.  However, it is vitally 

important to study and address these issues in rural communities, especially since 

previous research has indicated that rates of domestic violence and bullying/victimization 

may be as high or higher in rural communities as compared to urban communities.   

Studies conducted in rural areas suggest that approximately one in five women 

report being the victim of violence by another adult.  A study of 136 women presenting 

for care in rural medical clinics found that between 20-28% of these women had 

experienced recent physical abuse by another adult (Johnson & Elliot, 1997).  In an 

examination of abuse against women in rural Minnesota, Kershner and colleagues (1988) 

found that 21.4% of the women surveyed had experienced abuse (physical, emotional, 

sexual) in the past 12 months.   They found that women who were single, separated, or 

divorced were significantly more likely to be in an abusive relationship than married 
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women.  In another study, Logan and colleagues (2003) compared rural and urban 

victims of domestic violence and found that rural female victims reported significantly 

less social support, income, and education.  They also reported worse overall health and 

mental health.  In a shelter-based study looking at rural domestic violence, 22% of the 

women interviewed had experienced physical, sexual, and verbal abuse (Krishnan et al., 

2001).  Only half of the women at the shelter had reported the abuse to law enforcement, 

which was the most common help-seeking behavior reported, and only one-third had 

sought counseling. These findings suggest that family violence is a significant problem 

for rural communities. 

Bullying is also a significant problem in many rural communities.  In the past, 

school violence has been associated with urban communities.  However, several recent 

studies suggest that bullying may be equally prevalent in rural school settings.  Pellegrini 

and Bartini (2000) found that the mean number of bullying/victimization incidents 

reported by sixth graders in a rural setting was 3.57 incidents reported over a one-month 

period.  Stockdale and colleagues (2002) surveyed 739 fourth, fifth, and sixth graders 

from seven rural elementary schools and found that approximately 34% of students 

agreed that they had been bullied in the past week.   The study also found that bullying 

and victimization were correlated with aggression and students’ approval of violent 

means of conflict resolution.  These findings underscore the presence of bullying in rural 

schools at levels at least equivalent to, if not higher than, those found in urban schools. 

Purpose of the Current Study 

The purpose of the current study was to examine whether adolescent reports of 

witnessing adult-to-adult violence in the home were related to self-reported bullying 

behaviors (both physical and relational) and reports of experiencing victimization (i.e., 
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being bullied, both physical and relational).  In addition, this study aimed to examine 

potential moderators of these relationships.  Since there are relatively fewer studies of 

these issues with rural populations, the current study focused on a rural sample that may 

help shed further light on the prevalence of, and the relations between, witnessing adult-

to-adult violence in the home and bullying/victimization in rural areas. 

There were several main hypotheses for the current study: 

1. It was hypothesized that witnessing adult-to-adult violence in the home would be 
predictive of adolescent reports of bullying behaviors when controlling for the 
potential effects of child abuse in the home (against adolescent reporter or sibling).   

2. It was hypothesized that witnessing adult-to-adult violence in the home would be 
predictive of adolescent reports of being victimized (bullied) by peers when 
controlling for the potential effects of child abuse in the home (against adolescent 
reporter or sibling).  

3. It was believed that age, gender, and ethnicity could be moderators of the 
relationship between witnessing adult-to-adult violence in the home and reports of 
bullying and/or victimization.  It was hypothesized that younger children might 
show more of a relationship between witnessing violence and bullying and/or 
victimization.  Based on past research in the area (Baldry, 2003), we also theorized 
that girls may demonstrate more bullying behavior/peer victimization following 
exposure to violence in the home.  There was no specific hypothesis regarding the 
direction or impact of ethnicity on the relationship between witnessing violence in 
the home and bullying and/or victimization behaviors. 
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CHAPTER 2 
METHODS 

Participants 

The study population consisted of students in grades 6-12 attending all public 

middle and high schools in Columbia County, Florida.  All students in attendance on 

April 12, 2005 were asked to complete the study questionnaire by their classroom 

teacher, resulting in a total sample size of 3,004. For this study, a sub-sample of 1,539 

students who answered questions about past 30-day behaviors (procedure described in 

more detail below) was utilized.  The gender distribution was 52.5% female and 47.4% 

male. The majority of students were Caucasian (70.6%), 19.6% were African-American, 

3.1% Hispanic, and 5.9% were of other ethnic origins.  The distribution of students by 

grade was as follows: sixth grade, 17.2% of the overall students sampled; seventh grade, 

18.6%; eighth grade, 19.6%; ninth grade, 13.4%; tenth grade, 12.8%; eleventh grade, 

12.0%; and twelfth grade, 6.1%.   Fifty-seven percent of the students sampled were 

twelve or younger, 17.9% were thirteen-years-old, 18.3% were fourteen, 15.6% were 

fifteen, 13.5% were sixteen, and 16.5% were seventeen. 

Measures 

The data for this study originated from a subset of items included as part of a larger 

questionnaire designed for the evaluation of a federally-funded prevention and 

intervention program (Columbia Acting Together for Children – CATCh) for youth risk 

behavior in Columbia County, Florida.  Project CATCh was initiated in 2003 and focuses 

on decreasing substance use, violence, and other youth risk behaviors in this rural region.  
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As part of the evaluation plan for Project CATCH, the Risk Incidence for Schools 

Inventory (RIScI) was developed to assess the frequency of various youth risk behaviors.  

The RIScI was designed by University of Florida staff to be an anonymous questionnaire 

to examine a range of risk behaviors in the areas of substance use (alcohol, tobacco, 

marijuana, and other drug use), violence/aggression at school and in the home, and peer 

victmization, as well as querying students about their attitudes towards Columbia 

County’s school drug-testing policy.  The RIScI also includes questions regarding basic 

demographic information, including sex, grade, age, ethnicity, and living situation. The 

yearly survey administration is one facet of ongoing program evaluation conducted by the 

University of Florida National Rural Behavioral Health Center (NRBHC) in collaboration 

with the Columbia County School District.  The 2005 RIScI survey contained 122 items. 

For the purposes of the present study, questions addressing violence in the home, 

bullying, and victimization behaviors were examined.   

Violence in the home:  

The question addressing adult violence in the home was, “Have you witnessed one 

or more of your parents/guardians harm another adult in your home?”  The question 

concerning child abuse in the home was, “Have you witnessed one or more of your 

parents/guardians harm you or your siblings?”  The responses were Likert scale format 

and consisted of the response options “never, almost never, sometimes, almost always, 

and always.” 

 Bullying:  

The Aggression Scale developed by Schwartz and colleagues (1998) was 

embedded in the RIScI to measure the physical and relational bullying behaviors of 

students.  The scale consists of five highly loaded items (Cronbach’s alpha = .75) that 
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assess students’ bullying behavior on and off campus.  The items on The Aggression 

Scale are presented in Appendix 1.  Respondents could choose one of the following 

response options for frequency of bullying behavior: 1) never, 2) almost never, 3) 

sometimes, 4) almost all the time, or 5) all the time. A reliability analysis was conducted 

for the present study that also demonstrated strong internal reliability with our sample 

(Cronbach’s alpha = .85).  

Peer victimization:   

The Social Experience Questionnaire-Self-Report (SEQ-SR; Crick & Grotpeter, 

1996) was embedded in the RIScI to measure peer victimization.  The SEQ-SR consists 

of three subscales (Overt Victimization, Relational Victimization, and Prosocial 

Behaviors) with questions that are answered on a five-point Likert scale: 1) never, 2) 

almost never, 3) sometimes, 4) almost all the time, or 5) all the time.   Items from two 

subscales, Overt Victimization and Relational Victimization, were embedded in the RIScI 

(see Appendix 2).  Items from the SEQ-SR were modified slightly to reflect the age of 

the students being surveyed, as adolescents may prefer not to be addressed as “kids.”  

The term “kids” was changed to “students” in order to make the survey more amenable to 

the adolescent population that was queried for this study.  The SEQ-SR has been shown 

to have good test-retest reliability over four weeks (r = .90; Crick & Masia, 2001) and 

strong internal reliability for each subscale with coefficient alphas ranging from .77 to .80 

(Crick & Grotpeter, 1996.)  A reliability analysis was conducted for the present study that 

also demonstrated strong internal reliability with our sample (Cronbach’s alpha = .90.) 

Procedure 

Classroom teachers administered the RIScI to students during their first period 

class on April 12, 2005.  Staff members from the NRBHC were at each school to provide 
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directions over the morning announcements and assistance with any questions that arose 

during administration. While all responses were anonymous, teachers and staff remained 

in student classrooms to ensure that all students were completing the surveys 

individually.  Care was taken to ensure that the students were seated so that they could 

not see the responses of their classmates.  Surveys were collated such that one-half of the 

students surveyed in each classroom were administered a 30-day version of the RIScI that 

asked them to report frequency of behaviors that had occurred over the last 30 days.  The 

other half of the students were administered a 12-month version of the RIScI that asked 

them to report frequency of behaviors that had occurred in the past 12 months.  Questions 

on both versions were identical except for the time frame on which they were queried.  

The surveys were distributed in this manner in order to gather 30-day and 12-month data 

while ensuring that the process was not overly exhaustive for the students completing the 

surveys (i.e., not asking students to report on both 30-day and 12-month frequencies).  

Surveys were collected by NRBHC staff immediately once all students in a classroom 

had completed their surveys.  Only the surveys that queried student behavior over the 

past 30 days were utilized in this study’s analyses to obtain the most recent portrayal of 

student behavior.  

Data collected with the RIScI were checked by several research staff, including a 

statistician, using five separate mechanisms, which resulted in a total of 321 RIScI’s 

being discarded prior to analyses for the following reasons:  

1. An item inquiring about use of a false drug named ”derbisol” was included in a 
series of questions about use of different drugs.  If a student reported using this 
drug, their entire questionnaire was discarded. 

2. Questionnaires were checked for invalid response patterns (e.g., entering the same 
response choice on every item or sets of items, creating patterns - “Christmas 
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treeing” - of responses). If a questionnaire appeared to contain an invalid response 
pattern, the entire questionnaire was discarded. 

3. Questionnaires were discarded if the student endorsed “Daily” on any of the 
questions asking about the average occurrence within the last 30 days of cocaine, 
hallucinogen, or ecstasy use, or being physically hurt by a student with a knife.   

4. A question was added to the 2005 survey that stated, “Have you answered the items 
on this questionnaire truthfully.”  Questionnaires on which the response “no” was 
selected were discarded. 

5.  Following the above mentioned data checking, the statistician examined all forms 
that were scanned in order to ensure that forms were properly entered into the 
database system. 
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CHAPTER 3 
RESULTS 

Prevalence of Bullying, Victimization, and Family Violence 

Overall, 22.6% of students reported regularly bullying other students.  Similarly, 

23.5% of students reported being regularly victimized by others.  While overall gender 

differences in bullying and peer victimization were small, frequencies of behavior 

differed by gender on individual items.  Frequency distributions by gender for individual 

items on bullying and victimization subscales are shown in Table 3-1.   

Table 3-1.  Prevalence of Bullying and Victimization (Percentages) and Gender 
Comparisons 

 All Students 
(N = 1537) 

Girls 
(N = 807) 

Boys 
(N = 729) 

 
Bullying Prevalence: 

 
 

  

Bully/pick on 17.8 14.9 20.9 
Tease/make fun of 29.5 28.0 30.8 
Hit/push 20.5 16.2 25.1 
Gossip, spread rumors, or say mean things 18.6 24.8 13.8 
Hurt another student’s feelings by not 
including them 

10.2 10.9 9.5 

Overall Bullying: 22.8 21.3 24.2 
Victimization Prevalence:    
Leave you out on purpose 16.8 19.8 13.7 
Yell and call you mean names 18.6 19.0 18.3 
Not let you in group anymore 13.2 17.8 8.1 
Tell lies about you 21.8 25.6 17.7 
Have to do what they say 10.1 12.5 7.5 
Says mean things about you 18.1 22.3 8.1 
Say will beat you up if don’t do what want 6.2 4.2 8.5 
Gossip/spread rumors about you 24.2 30.3 17.3 
Threaten to hit, slap, kick you 5.3 4.0 6.4 
Hit, slap, or kick you 13.3 10.2 16.6 
Overall Victimization: 23.7 25.6 22.5 
 



23 

 

When asked if they had witnessed one of their parents or guardians harm another 

adult in the home at least a few times in their lives, 7.8% of students reported witnessing 

this type of violence in the home.  Regular witnessing of this behavior was much lower; 

2.5% of students reported witnessing inter-adult violence in the home on a regular basis.  

With regards to child abuse, 5.1% of students had witnessed one or more of their 

parents/guardians harm them or their siblings at least a few times in their lives, with 4.0% 

of students reporting more regular child abuse in the home. 

Preliminary Analyses 

After examining existing research in the field it was expected that both bullying 

and peer victimization would be associated with gender and age, but not necessarily 

ethnicity.  No a priori hypotheses were formulated concerning the relationship between 

demographic variables and the witnessing of violence in the home.  Preliminary analyses 

were conducted to determine the relationship between primary variables of interest (peer 

bullying/victimization and violence in the home) and demographic variables.  There was 

no significant association observed between gender and overall bullying behaviors (χ2 = 

1.87, p = .18).  While literature in the area typically finds boys to demonstrate more 

physical bullying behaviors than girls, the scale utilized in this study examined both 

physical and relational bullying behaviors, which allowed for an examination of gender 

differences by type of bullying.  Males were significantly more likely to engage in 

physical bullying (χ2 = 18.91, p < .001) and females were found to engage significantly 

more in relational bullying activities, such as gossiping (χ2 = 49.78, p < .001).  No 

significant relationship was found between peer victimization and gender.  However, 

when physical and relational peer victimization were examined separately, it was found 
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that males were more likely to be physically victimized (χ2 = 17.6, p < .001) and females 

were more likely to be relationally victimized (χ2 = 24.76, p < .001).  The relationships 

between age and bullying behaviors and peer victimization were found to be significant, 

with children between the ages of thirteen and sixteen reporting both more bullying (χ2 = 

22.18, p < .01) and peer victimization (χ2 = 16.77, p < .05).  Additionally, there was a 

significant relationship found between bullying and ethnicity, with African-Americans 

reporting proportionally more bullying behaviors than Caucasians (χ2 = 19.38, p < .01).  

However, the relationship between peer victimization and ethnicity was not significant 

(χ2 = 4.35, p = .63). 

In regards to witnessing adult-to-adult violence in the home, there were no 

significant gender differences in the observation of this type of violence (χ2 = 2.64, p = 

.76).  Furthermore, there was no significant age difference in the reporting of witnessing 

such violence (χ2 = 45.06, p = .27).  However, significant differences emerged between 

ethnicities (χ2 = 51.36, p < .01), with more African-Americans and Hispanics reporting 

witnessing adult-to-adult violence in the home than Caucasians.  Furthermore, there were 

significant differences in reports of witnessing adult violence in the home based on living 

situation (χ2 = 83.06, p < .001).  Adolescents living in a home with a single mother, or a 

mother and a stepfather/boyfriend were more likely to report witnessing adult violence in 

the home than those living in a home with both parents. 

Primary Analyses 

The relationships between bullying/victimization behaviors and witnessing adult-

to-adult violence in the home were assessed with logistic regression models.  Logistic 

regression is commonly utilized when dependent variables are dichotomous or 
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dichotomized by researchers.  In this case, bullying was dichotomized into those students 

who regularly bullied others (sometimes, almost always, always) or did not regularly 

bully others (never or rarely).  Peer victimization was dichotomized similarly into those 

students who were regularly victimized by peers and those who were not.  Past research 

suggests that children who are classified as regular bullies have characteristics that set 

them apart from children not considered to bully regularly (Olweus, 1993).  

Dichotomizing the variables in this fashion has been done in previous research and is 

considered legitimate for bullying/peer victimization variables by other researchers in the 

field (see Olweus, 1993).  

Logistic regression is also appropriate in skewed and kurtotic samples. While data 

from the bullying and peer victimization items in the present study approached normality, 

data from items asking students to report adult violence in the home were found to be 

highly skewed and kurtotic (skewness = 5.35, kurtosis = 35.87).  In this situation, logistic 

regression is an appropriate analysis because it is not highly reliant on the normality of 

the data.  Furthermore, logistic regression does not assume homoscedasticity or a linear 

relationship between independent and dependent variables.  Like other regression 

techniques, logistic regression can be used to predict categorical or continuous variables.  

The most commonly reported statistic is the Odds Ratio (OR), which we utilized in our 

analyses.  For our sample, logistic regression was utilized to determine the impact of 

witnessing violence in the home on bullying behaviors and peer victimization while 

controlling for demographic variables and child abuse in the home.  
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Examination of Hypothesis 1: Prediction of Bullying Behaviors from Witnessing 
Violence in the Home 

A logistic regression model was constructed to identify whether witnessing adult-

to-adult violence in the home was predictive of bullying behavior while controlling for 

demographic variables and child abuse in the home.  For the construction of this logistic 

regression model, variables were entered in three blocks.  Demographic variables 

including ethnicity, gender, and grade were entered into the first block.  Also included in 

the first block was a variable querying students whom they live with the majority of the 

time.  Responses were categorized according to whether they lived with both parents, one 

parent singly or one parent along with a significant other or stepparent, or another 

individual.  The second block included the item assessing student report of harm of a 

child in the home.  The third block included the item that asked students to report 

whether or not a parent in the home had harmed another adult in the home.  The 

dependent variable consisted of a dichotomized score from the Schwartz Aggression 

Scale, with the midpoint of the scale being the split point.  Collinearity of independent 

variables was examined through the tolerance and variance inflation factors.  It was 

determined that multicollinearity was not a problem for this sample.   

The Hosmer-Lemeshow test indicated an adequate model fit (p = .12).  As 

predicted, witnessing adult-to-adult violence in the home was predictive of bullying 

behaviors.  Each step contributed significantly to the model at the .05 level, and the 

overall model was significant (p < .001).  Table 3-2 presents a summary of the 

hierarchical logistic regression model.   
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Table 3-2.  Summary of Hierarchical Logistic Regression Analysis (H1) 
Model Step -2LL Model Test 

χ2 
Block Test 
(df) 

Nagelkerke 
R2 

Family  
Demographics 
 

2055.59 14.67* 14.67* .013 

Child Abuse 
In Home 
 

2041.77 28.49*** 13.82*** .025 

Witnessing  
Adult Violence 

2036.03 34.23** 5.74*** .030 

Notes: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 
 

Results of this analysis indicated that ethnicity was the only demographic factor 

significantly associated with bullying behaviors in this sample.  Other minorities 

(Hispanic, Asian/Pacific, Native American, and those of mixed/other origin) were found 

to be significantly more likely to engage in bullying behaviors than Caucasian students 

(OR = 2.03).   

Even after accounting for a number of demographic and other related variables, 

witnessing or being a victim of child abuse in the home was significantly related to 

overall bullying behavior (OR = 1.25).  The odds that a student who endorsed child abuse 

in the home engaged in bullying behaviors increased 25% at each step on our six-point 

Likert scale.  In other words, students who reported that an adult had harmed a child in 

the home a few times a week were considered to be 1.25 times more likely to engage in 

regular bullying behaviors than students who never witnessed child abuse in the home.   

As predicted, witnessing a parent harming another adult in the home was also 

significantly associated with bullying behavior (OR = 1.37).  Students who witnessed 

adult-to-adult violence in the home were found to be 37% more likely to engage in 

bullying behaviors at each step on the Likert scale.  Therefore, according to our model, 

the odds that a student who witnessed adult-to-adult violence in the home at least a few 
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times weekly engaged in regular bullying behaviors was 1.85 times that of a student who 

never witnessed such violence in the home.  Table 3-3 presents data pertaining to beta 

weights, standard errors, odds ratios and 95% confidence intervals for each predictor 

variable in the final step of the logistic regression model. 

Table 3-3.  Outcome Variables in Final Step of Logistic Regression Model (HI) 
  β SE OR (95% CI) 
     
African-American¹  .13 .24 1.15 (.72-1.82) 
Hispanic/Other¹ 
Male 

 .71** 
.19 

.26 

.13 
2.03 (1.22-
3.38) 
1.21 (.94-1.55) 

Lives with one parent²  .15 .26 1.16 (.70-1.91) 
Lives with foster parent/ 
Adopted parent/other² 

 .09 .25 1.10 (.67-1.78) 

Grade  .03 .03 1.10 (.97-1.11) 
Child abuse in home  .22* .10 1.25 (1.03-

1.51) 
     
Witnessing Violence    
in home 

 .32** .12 1.37 (1.08-
1.74) 

Notes: * p < .05, **p < .01 
¹ For race and ethnicity variables, the reference group was Caucasian. 
² For these variables, the reference group was living with both parents. 
 
Examination of H2: Prediction of Peer Victimization from the Witnessing of 

Violence in the Home 

The second logistic regression model was constructed to determine whether 

witnessing adult-to-adult violence in the home was predictive of adolescents’ reports of 

being victimized by peers.  Firstly, the same demographic variables as utilized in the 

logistic model examining bullying were inserted into the first step of the model.  These 

included ethnicity, sex, grade, and with whom the student lives.  The second block 

included the item assessing student report of child abuse in the home.  The third block 

included the item that asked students to report whether or not a parent in the home had 

harmed another adult in the home.  The dependent variable consisted of a dichotomized 
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The presence of child abuse in the home contributed significantly to the final model 

(OR = 1.53).  The calculated odds ratios demonstrated that, according to the model, those 

adolescents who reported child abuse in the home were 2.5 times more likely to be 

victimized than those who had not reported child abuse in the home.   

However, contrary to our hypothesis, it was determined that witnessing adult-to-

adult violence did not contribute significantly to the model (OR = 1.23).  Although not 

significant, odds ratios suggested that adolescents who reported regularly witnessing 

adult-to-adult violence in the home were 1.5 times more likely to be victimized by peers 

than those students who did not report witnessing this type of violence.  Table 5 presents 

data pertaining to beta weights, standard errors, odds ratios and 95% confidence intervals 

for each predictor variable in the final step of the logistic regression model. 

Table 3-5.  Outcome Variables in Final Step of Logistic Regression Model (H2) 
  β SE OR (95% CI) 
     
African-American¹  .25 .93 1.29 (.77-2.13) 
Hispanic/Other¹  .29 .29 1.34 (.76-2.36) 
Male  .31* .14 1.36 (1.04-

1.78) 
Lives with one parent²  -.54* .25 .58 (.36-.94) 
Lives with foster parent/ 
Adopted parent/other² 

 -.58* .24 .56 (.35-.89) 

Grade  -.97* .04 .91 (.84-.98) 
Child abuse in home  .43** .10 1.53 (1.25-

1.87) 
Witnessing Violence    
in home 

 .21 .13 1.23 (.95-1.59) 

Notes: * p < .05, **p < .01 
¹ For race and ethnicity variables, the reference group was Caucasian. 
² For these variables, the reference group was living with both parents. 
 
Examination of H3: Moderated Regression Analyses 

In order to determine whether gender, age, or ethnicity were moderators of the 

relationship between witnessing adult-to-adult violence in the home and bullying/peer 
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victimization, moderated regression analyses were conducted.  We first looked at the 

main effects of demographic variables, witnessing of child abuse, and witnessing of adult 

violence.  Next, interaction by product interaction terms were put into the logistic 

regression models in order to test the possible interaction effects of the above mentioned 

demographic variables with the relationship between witnessing adult-to-adult violence 

in the home and bullying or peer victimization.  For both bullying and peer victimization, 

results revealed that neither gender, age, or ethnicity were significant moderators. 
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CHAPTER 4 
DISCUSSION 

Summary of Principal Findings 

Of the students sampled, over 10% reported witnessing adult-to-adult violence in 

the home at least once in their lifetime.  Approximately 3% of our sample reported 

witnessing this behavior on a regular basis.  The prevalence of reported violence in the 

home according to results from the present study is lower than what might be expected 

given national averages for the prevalence of domestic violence (i.e., domestic violence is 

reported to be found in approximately 10 to 20% of American households). However, it 

is possible that adolescents may have underreported witnessing this type of violence due 

to the sensitivity of the question.  Also, the inclusion of only one question assessing this 

type of violence may have contributed to the low rates found in this study. 

In our sample, approximately one-quarter of all students reported regular bullying 

behavior.  This finding is similar to rates reported in other studies examining the 

prevalence of bullying behavior (Seals & Young, 2003; Smith et al., 2000).  However, 

bullying prevalence in our study was lower than that found by Stockdale and colleagues 

(2000), who found that over 70% of a rural sample reported being involved in bullying 

behaviors.  They suggested that perhaps bullying behaviors were more prevalent in rural 

samples than urban or suburban samples.  Our results are more consistent with national 

samples that tend to find bullying behaviors to occur in one-quarter to one-half of all 

students.  When physical and relational bullying were examined separately, it was found 

that physical bullying was significantly more prevalent in males and relational bullying 
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was more prevalent in females.  Crick and Grotpeter (1996) and Crick and Bigbee (1998) 

also found gender differences between relational and overt bullying behaviors. 

Similar to bullying prevalence, 23% of students reported being physically or 

relationally victimized on a regular basis.  This finding is also consistent with other 

research from the United States which suggests that between one-quarter to over one-

third of students are victimized by peers on a regular basis (Seals & Young, 2003; Smith 

et al., 2000).  Overall, males and females reported similar levels of peer victimization.  

However, when physical and relational victimization were looked at independently, our 

results indicated that boys were more commonly physically victimized, while girls 

experienced more relational peer victimization.  Similar findings have been reported by 

Baldry and Farrington (1999) and by Lagerspetz, Bjorkqvist, and Peltonen (1988).  Boys 

reported higher levels of direct victimization in regards to both the threat of physical 

harm and being the victim of actual physical harm.  Girls reported relational victimization 

such as peer exclusion and being the subject of gossip more often than boys in our 

sample.  Past research, including that by Crick and colleagues (1996), has indicated that 

girls are more likely to inflict relational harm on other girls, with the intent of causing 

psychological damage.   

In accordance with our first hypothesis, results indicated that witnessing adult-to-

adult violence in the home was predictive of bullying, although our logistic regression 

based models did not fully predict bullying behavior, based on low Nagelkerke R² values.  

Although logistic regression does not directly calculate a variable accounting for 

explained variance, the Nagelkerke R² estimate, a measure of the pseudovariance (see 

Tables 2 and 4), suggests that the explained variance for the overall model was low.  This 
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low Nagelkerke R² estimate indicates that other factors play a significant role in the 

prediction of bullying behaviors in addition to witnessing adult-to-adult violence in the 

home.  Accordingly, the Odds Ratios found in this study should be interpreted with this 

in mind, as the overall model likely explains less than 10% of the variance in the 

prediction of bullying behaviors. The odds that a child who had witnessed violence in the 

home reported bullying other students was significantly higher than for those students 

who had not witnessed violence in the home.   

However, contrary to our second hypothesis, results of the present study did not 

indicate a significant predictive relationship between witnessing adult-to-adult violence 

in the home and peer victimization after controlling for demographic variables and child 

abuse in the home.  Initially, we hypothesized that peer victimization at school could be 

an indicator of individual difficulties as a result of exposure to violence in the home.  For 

example, one might argue that exposure to violence in the home could reduce an 

adolescent’s ability to be assertive if victimized at school.  However, this relationship 

was not significant, indicating that perhaps witnessing violence in the home does not 

directly predict an increased risk for peer victimization.  On the other hand, this result 

may be a function of our singular question on the witnessing of violence in the home, 

which may not have been comprehensive enough to reveal a predictive relationship 

between adult-to-adult violence in the home and peer victimization.   

Our finding, that witnessing adult-to-adult violence in the home did not predict peer 

victimization, is contrary to the results found in Baldry’s (2003) Italian study.  She found 

domestic violence to be related to peer victimization both in and out of school.   She 

utilized similar criteria for peer victimization, although she measured peer victimization 
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with the Olweus Bullying Scale (1993).  Similar to the present study, she also controlled 

for the effects of child abuse in the home on adolescent victimization.  Questions 

concerning domestic violence in the home were more specifically delineated than the 

questions utilized in our analyses.  As mentioned above, it is possible that our singular 

question was not sensitive enough to reveal a predictive relationship between adult 

violence in the home and peer victimization.  The populations examined in the two 

studies were very different as well.  Baldry examined these behaviors in an urban, Italian 

sample, whereas we looked at victimization and violence in the home in a rural American 

sample.  It is thus possible that the impact of witnessing violence in the home has a 

cultural component, which may also account for the differing results between these two 

studies. 

Child abuse in the home was a significant predictor of both bullying and peer 

victimization in our adolescent sample.  These findings are consistent with other 

literature in the field, including the Baldry (2003) study that found child abuse in the 

home to significantly predict adolescent bullying behaviors.  Finally, analyses looking at 

the potential moderating effects of gender, age, and ethnicity did not reveal any 

significant moderators, which was contrary to our third hypothesis that gender and age 

may be significant moderators.     

The Social Cognitive Theory developed by Bandura (1973) posits that behavior is 

transmitted through observation by one individual to another.  The results of this study, 

indicating that witnessing adult-to-adult violence in the home predicted bullying 

behavior, could be explained according the Social Cognitive Theory.  In other words, it is 

possible that the adolescents in our sample who witnessed violence in the home learned 
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to express anger through aggression, and that this anger was later manifested in bullying 

behaviors. 

Research Implications 

The results of this study contribute to literature in the area because this is the first 

such study to examine the relationship between adult-to-adult violence in the home and 

adolescent bullying and peer victimization in an American sample, as well as in a rural 

setting.  Furthermore, because the literature base in the research areas of bullying and 

victimization contains a number of studies utilizing European samples, studies such as 

this one conducted with American samples are important contributors to our knowledge 

on the prevalence and contributing factors of these dangerous behaviors that have such 

negative consequences for youth.  In addition, this study brings attention to the potential 

impacts of adult-to-adult violence for American youth.   

A practical implication of this study’s findings is that the discovery of adult-to-

adult violence in the home should prompt observation and enquiry concerning the 

adolescent’s behavior at school, because adolescents who witness violence at home have 

been shown to be more likely to be perpetrators of aggression themselves.  Professionals 

in the community, including teachers, social workers, doctors, and staff in shelters for 

battered or abused women and their families should be made aware of the potential 

connection between family violence and children’s behavior.  As outlined in the literature 

review for this study, children’s violent behavior at school results in multiple negative 

outcomes for both the aggressors and the victims of this behavior.  Thus, it is important to 

take steps to identify risk factors for these behaviors and intervene to decrease them.  

Alternatively, if school officials notice that an adolescent is bullying others at 

school they should enquire about the adolescent’s home environment.  An adolescent 
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who is physically or relationally aggressive towards other students may be learning that 

behavior from what is seen or experienced by the adolescent in the home environment.  

As with other risky youth behaviors, it is important to intervene early, both in regards to 

preventing and stopping adult violence in the home and in intervening with youth to 

prevent bullying and peer victimization.   

While this study did not find a significant relationship between witnessing adult-to-

adult violence in the home and peer victimization, results indicated that child abuse in the 

home significantly impacted peer victimization, as well as bullying.  Therefore, similar 

practical implications apply in regards to notifying relevant child professionals in the 

community that one risk factor for peer victimization and bullying may be child abuse in 

the home.  Therefore, those children who are victimized at school should also be asked 

about their home environment. 

In addition to the practical implications outlined above, the findings from this study 

may assist in the development of school prevention programs.  The results of this study 

suggest that adolescents may imitate learned behavior, as implicated by Albert Bandura’s 

Social Cognitive Theory.  Accordingly, students may be able to learn more appropriate 

behaviors.  Anti-bullying programs, such as the Olweus anti-bullying program, are 

currently being implemented in schools.  This school-based program has been shown to 

reduce school bullying by as much as 50% (Olweus, 1993).  The program utilizes aspects 

of the Social Cognitive Theory, such as observational learning, to influence student 

behavior.  Interventions such as this one may be able to help students learn different, 

more adaptive ways of interacting socially.  In addition, early intervention for younger 

children could help teach children to change aggressive or antisocial behaviors and show 
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them how to express their anger more constructively.  Prevention and intervention 

programs should be informed by professionals who work with children both inside and 

outside the school environment.  Social workers, doctors, and individuals working in the 

area of domestic violence may all be able to contribute to the creation of intervention 

programs for children who may have been exposed to violence in the home. 

Limitations 

The current study had several limitations.  First, a causal relationship between 

witnessing adult-to-adult violence in the home and bullying/peer victimization could not 

be established within the confines of this study.  However, it is less likely that bullying or 

victimization at school cause adult violence to start in the home, although child behavior 

problems may exacerbate parental conflict.  Following from Bandura’s Social Cognitive 

Theory, it is more likely that violence observed in the home precedes and is learned by 

children and adolescents, who then bully others or become victims of bullying.  However, 

witnessing adult violence in the home and/or child abuse in the home does not fully 

explain the complex phenomenon of bullying or peer victimization.  Other factors, such 

as parent-child relationship, neighborhood violence, and peer group influences are also 

thought to contribute to bullying and peer victimization. 

Another limitation stems from the nature of the Schwartz Bullying Scale and Social 

Experience Questionnaire-Self Report.  These measures are self-report scales that were 

completed by the adolescents during school.  Ideally, corroborating data would have been 

collected from other sources, such as parents, teachers, or peers.  However, other 

investigators have found that children’s self-report data is among the most reliable 

method of disclosing bullying (Solberg & Olweus, 2003), victimization, and aggressive 

behavior ( Khatri, Kupersmidt, & Patterson, 2000).   In fact, it has been suggested that 
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total score from the Social Experience Questionnaire-Self-Report (which assessed both 

physical and relational aggression), with the midpoint of the scale being the split point.  

Collinearity of independent variables was examined through the tolerance and variance 

inflation factors.  It was determined that multicollinearity was not a problem for this 

sample.   

The Hosmer-Lemeshow Test indicated an adequate model fit (p = .32).  It was 

determined that each step in the model contributed significantly at the .05 level.  The 

overall model proved significant (p < .000).  Table 3-4 presents a summary of the 

hierarchical logistic regression model. 

Table 3-4.  Summary of Hierarchical Logistic Regression Analysis (H2) 
Model Step -2LL Model Test 

χ2 
Block Test 
(df) 

Nagelkerke 
R2 

Family  
Demographics 
 

1413.49 20.17** 20.17** .022 

Child Abuse 
In Home 
 

1381.52 52.13*** 32.97*** .056 

Witnessing  
Adult Violence 

1379.12 54.53** 2.4 ..058 

Notes: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 
 

Several of the demographic variables proved to be significant additions to the final 

model.  Boys were significantly more likely to be victimized than girls (OR = 1.36).  

Furthermore, children in lower grades were more likely to be victimized than children in 

higher grades (OR = .91).  Finally, living with one parent (OR = .58) or foster/adoptive 

parents (OR = .56) significantly decreased the reporting of peer victimization in our 

sample. 
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child self-report on bullying and peer victimization may be more accurate than the reports 

of parents and teachers who may not be aware of the prevalence of these behaviors both 

in and out of school.   

Another limitation of this study was that the question regarding witnessing of adult 

violence in the home was limited in its scope and breadth and may not have captured all 

violence in the home.  Our question was limited to harm afflicted by a parent or guardian 

on another adult in the home.  This question did not capture violence that may not have 

caused harm or abuse that was not inflicted by a parent or guardian.  However, since the 

question on adult-to-adult violence was part of an existing lengthy questionnaire used for 

evaluation purposes, it was not possible to assess all potential forms of violence in the 

home.  This question involved self-report on the part of the adolescent, which introduces 

the possibility that students may have under-reported this sensitive information.  

Furthermore, social desirability may have affected student ratings.  However, it was not 

possible to determine whether social desirability impacted student reports, as it was not 

measured in the current study.  Another limitation is that our question regarding violence 

in the home did not assess at what age the adolescent witnessed the violence.  Past 

research (Wolfe, 1986) has indicated that recent witnessing of domestic violence may 

result in poorer outcomes for children than the witnessing of violence in the more distant 

past.  Another study by Hughes (1988) suggested that witnessing violence in preschool 

may have unique effects on child behavior compared to witnessing violence at later 

developmental stages.  An additional limitation of the question assessing violence in the 

home was that it utilized the word “harm” but did not include the word “violence.”  It is 

possible that adolescents may have interpreted the meaning of “harm” in different ways 
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when responding to this question.  For example, adolescents participating in this study 

may have witnessed an adult hitting another adult, but not interpreted that action as harm 

if the other adult did not sustain any injury. 

Finally, another limitation is that the questions utilized were embedded in a larger 

evaluation instrument examining adolescent risk behaviors.   Because the questions were 

not asked independently of other questions concerning risky behaviors (such as drug and 

alcohol use), it is possible that these other questions may have influenced how students 

responded to the questions used for this study, which may have impacted their validity. 

Future Directions 

The limitations associated with this research highlight the importance of further 

research in this area utilizing additional reliable and valid measurements of both child 

abuse in the home and adult-to-adult violence in the home.  Instruments such as the 

Conflict Tactic Scale (Straus, 1979) have been developed for this purpose and could be 

used for follow-up analyses of these students.  Utilizing reliable and valid measurements 

of violence in the home could provide more information on the prevalence of such 

violence and its’ association with bullying and peer victimization.  Given the results of 

our present study, it is hypothesized that Odds Ratios would be larger with better 

measurement of family violence.   

Furthermore, for future analyses we also intend to assess other potential moderators 

of the association between witnessing violence in the home and bullying/peer 

victimization.  Potential moderators include participation in an after school activity, 

attendance at church, participation in athletic activities, and overall parental involvement.  

In addition, further research should assess child-on-child violence, or sibling violence, in 



41 

 

the home.  Sibling aggression may interact with, or complicate the relationship between, 

the witnessing of adult-to-adult violence and bullying or peer victimization.   

This study provides initial support for a relationship between witnessing violence in 

the home and bullying in a rural American sample.  Future studies should investigate the 

impact of other family factors on bullying and victimization, specifically in rural areas.  

Past research has indicated that family variables such as cohesion are related to violent 

behavior in youth (Bowers et al., 1992).  Interpersonal styles of relating may also 

contribute significantly to bullying behavior. In addition to family factors, future research 

should look at the impact of other variables that may be related to bullying, such as the 

witnessing of neighborhood violence and school climate.  Other variables of interest that 

have been shown to be associated with bullying behavior include the contextual peer 

group (Espelage et al., 2003) and exposure to media violence.  Assessing these types of 

variables in future research is important, as they may explain additional variance 

associated with bullying behaviors. 

Finally, future research could identify if there is a true cause and effect relationship 

between witnessing adult-to-adult violence in the home and bullying or peer 

victimization by incorporating longitudinal designs.  Children who are known to have 

been exposed to violence in the home could be tracked in order to determine if these 

children later engage in bullying behaviors or are victimized by their peers.  Such 

research would represent a novel and important step towards acknowledging the specific 

influences of witnessing adult violence in the home on bullying and peer victimization.  

Future research should be conducted with both urban and rural samples.  If causal 
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connections are made between witnessing violence in the home and bullying in rural 

areas, it may turn more attention to the needs of these communities.   

Conclusion 

In conclusion, our findings demonstrate that witnessing adult-to-adult violence in 

the home is predictive of bullying behavior, although it is clearly not the only influential 

variable.  Results of the current study highlight a need to acknowledge the influence of 

the home environment on bullying behaviors.  With the recent increase in attention being 

paid to school bullying and its’ dangerous outcomes, both for perpetrators and victims, it 

is apparent that future research should be directed towards identifying predictors of these 

behaviors and curbing them through well-crafted interventions.  Furthermore, it is our 

hope that rural areas will not be neglected in either research or intervention, as the current 

study demonstrates that these dangerous phenomena exist in rural areas at similar rates as 

urban and suburban areas.  In general, findings from the present study offer further 

insight into the correlates of bullying and peer victimization, and may help to frame 

solutions to this problem in the future. 
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