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The Big Picture

Relationships matter across the lifespan…

…and peers take on heightened importance in adolescence.



Adolescent Relationships in Context (ARC) Lab



Mission & Vision

To strengthen adolescents’ peer 

relationships and reduce the 

suffering of those facing peer 

adversity

A world where every adolescent 

enjoys the developmental 

benefits of nurturing peer 

relationships



Talk Agenda

Overview
Understanding 

“Why”
Understanding 

“When”
Looking Ahead



Peer Victimization 

Intentional Repeated Power Imbalance

Olweus, 1993



Victimization Subtypes

PEER

VICTIMIZATION

Crick & Grotpeter, 1996; Williams & Guerra, 2007



Victimization Contexts

Turner et al., 2011



The Burden of Peer Victimization

Christina et al., 2021; Nakamato & Schwartz, 2010; Reijntjes et al., 2010; Schacter, 2021



Motivating Questions

Why does peer victimization 

undermine adolescents’ healthy 

development?

When does peer victimization 

undermine adolescents’ healthy 

development?



Theoretical Framework: Contextual & Interactive

Boyce et al., 1998; Bronfenbrenner, 1979



Methodological Approach

Longitudinal Surveys Experience Sampling Physiological Assessment



Talk Agenda

Overview
Understanding 

“Why”
Understanding 

“When”
Looking Ahead



Why does peer victimization undermine adolescents’ 

healthy development?



Peer Victimization & Anxiety

Bitsko et al. (2013-2019)



Peer Victimization & Anxiety

Stapinski et al., 2014

Frequently victimized 

adolescents are 

two to three times 

more likely to develop 

an anxiety disorder
than their non- or less 

victimized peers.



Fortuitous Collaboration

Dr. Hilary Marusak

Psychiatry and Behavioral Neuroscience

Wayne State University



Neurobiology of Fear

Trauma 

Exposure

Alters 

Neurobiological 

Response to Threat

Anxiety

Grillon, 2008; McLaughlin et al., 2019



Threat Sensitivity in Trauma-Exposed Youth



What About Peer Victimization?

Herringa et al., 2013; Jenkins et al., 2023; McLaughlin & Lambert, 2017

• Parental abuse, community violence, harsh 

living conditions predict heightened anxiety 

risk via elevated threat sensitivity

• Recent theoretical accounts reconceptualize 

peer victimization as potentially traumatic 

event

• Working hypothesis: social threat sensitivity as 

underlying mechanism linking peer 

victimization to anxiety development



A Preliminary Test: PATH Study

Dr. Tanja Jovanovic

Psychiatry and Behavioral Neuroscience

Wayne State University

Peer Adjustment and Teen Health



PATH Study

46%

31%

7%

6%

6%
4%

White

Black

Multiracial

Latinx

South Asian

Other

• N = 197 adolescents (Mage = 12.02; 46% 

female) and parent/caregivers (Mage = 

41.46; 90% female) 

• Recruited from Metro Detroit area

• Completed online surveys between May 

2020 and May 2021

• Compensated $20 for participation ($15 

for child; $5 for parent/caregiver)

• Extensive screening & bot detection 

strategies



Measures

Variable Measure Sample Items Scale

Peer Victimization Revised Peer 

Experiences 

Questionnaire (De Los 

Reyes & Prinstein, 2004)

“A peer threatened to hurt or 

beat me up”

“Some peers left me out of an 
activity or conversation that I 

really wanted to be included in”

1 (Never) to 5 (A 

few times a week)

Social Threat 

Sensitivity

Adapted from 

vignette-based 

assessments (Reuman et 

al., 2015; Farrell et al., 2006)

“How scary does this situation 

seem?”

“How anxious or worried would 

you feel in this situation?”

0 (Rarely or none 

of the time) to 3 

(Most of the time)

Anxiety Symptoms Screen for Child 

Anxiety Related 

Emotional Disorders 
(SCARED; Birmaher et al., 

1999)

“I feel nervous with people I 

don’t know well”

”I worry about things that have 

already happened"

0 (Not true or 

hardly ever true) 

to 2 (Very true or 

often true)

Your friend from school has invited a group of their out-of-school friends 
over and you are meeting them for the first time. You have been talking 
with them for a while when you get a phone call that you take in another 
room. When you return, everyone gets quiet when you walk in the room. 
You aren’t certain of what everyone is thinking and wonder if your friend 
revealed any of your secrets to these new people. You want to know if 
they like you or not.



Analyses

Peer 

Victimization

Anxiety 

Symptoms

Social Threat 

Sensitivity

Controlling for:

-Gender

-Race/ethnicity

-Socioeconomic status

-Adverse childhood 
experiences 



Results

Peer 

Victimization

Anxiety 

Symptoms

Schacter et al., 2024, Development & Psychopathology

.30***

Social Threat 

Sensitivity
a = .24** b = .67***

Standardized indirect effect = .16, 95% bootstrap confidence interval = .05 - .26 

Controlling for:

-Gender

-Race/ethnicity

-Socioeconomic status

-Adverse childhood 
experiences 

c’ = .14*



Results

Parent-

Reported Peer 

Victimization

Anxiety 

Symptoms

Schacter et al., 2024, Development & Psychopathology

.22***

Social Threat 

Sensitivity
a = .20** b = .68***

Standardized indirect effect = .14, 95% bootstrap confidence interval = .05 - .23 

Controlling for:

-Gender

-Race/ethnicity

-Socioeconomic status

-Adverse childhood 
experiences 

c’ = .09*



Replication in a Daily Context

Schacter et al., under review

Daily Peer 

Victimization

Daily Anxiety 

Symptoms

Daily Social 

Threat 

Sensitivity

Controlling for:

-Gender

-Race/ethnicity

-Average peer victimization

-Day number
-School vs. non-school day

-Prior-day threat sensitivity 

-Prior-day anxiety

a= .35* b= .22*

c’= .21*

.29*



A More Rigorous Test: NICHD R21



PATH Study Extension

• Re-recruiting 100 previous PATH 

participants for lab-based visit and 3-

month follow-up survey

• Evaluate threat sensitivity via validated 

startle paradigms that assess reactivity to 

predictable and unpredictable threats

• Eyeblink electromyography (EMG) to 
capture amplitude of eyeblink 
response 

• Electrodermal activity (EDA) to 
capture skin conductance



Longitudinal Design

Time 1

Time 2

Time 3



Testing Longitudinal Pathways

Peer 

Victimization

Anxiety 

Symptoms

Physiological 

Sensitivity to 

Threat

2020       2024



Other Outcomes?



Cascading Effects on Educational Outcomes

Peer Victimization Academic Efficacy

Bakth et al., revise & resubmit

Faiza Bakth

9th Grade

Start of 10th Grade

Mid-10th Grade



Cascading Effects on Career Outcomes?

Peer Victimization

Future 

Ed & Work 

Expectations

Schacter et al., 2024, Journal of Research on Adolescence

9th Grade 11th Grade

10th Grade



Talk Agenda

Overview
Understanding 

“Why”
Understanding 

“When”
Looking Ahead



Searching for Risk & Protective Factors

Cicchetti & Rogosch, 1996; Cohen & Wills, 1985

Peer 

Victimization

Multifinality Stress-Buffering Framework

Social Stress
Negative 

Outcomes

Social 

Support



A Focus on Friendships

Bagwell & Schmidt, 2013; Bowker & Weingarten, 2022



Inconsistencies Abound

“Although some studies 

provided evidence for a 

protective function of 

friendships, others yielded 

null effects or found that 

close friendships amplified 

victimization-related 

distress."



Power of Shared Plight?

Attribution theory: how people explain causes of events and behavior 

Graham & Juvonen, 1998; Weiner, 1985

Something wrong with me

Will keep happening 

Nothing I can do

Why me?

Characterological Self-Blame

Internal Stable Uncontrollable



UCLA Diversity Project

• PIs: Drs. Sandra Graham & Jaana 

Juvonen

• Longitudinal multicohort study spanning 

adolescents’ middle and high school 

years

• 5,991 racially and ethnically diverse 

adolescents (52% female)

• Recruited from 26 middle schools in 

Northern & Southern California

19%

32%

11%

15%

15%

8%

White

Latinx

Black

Multiracial

Asian

Other



Is there power in shared plight?



In the Same Boat: “It’s Not Just Me”

Schacter & Juvonen, 2019, Child Development
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In the Same Boat: Less Depressed, Sick

Schacter & Juvonen, 2019, Child Development
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Safety in Numbers at School

Schacter & Juvonen, 2015, Developmental Psychology 
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Bullying Prevention in Schools

Safety in shared social plight



Solution?



Peer Victimization & the Pandemic



Victimization Contexts



Victimization and Internalizing Symptoms



COVID-19 Related Contextual Variations

Does peer victimization “hurt” more when students 

attend in-person versus online school?



Competing Hypotheses

• Safe haven hypothesis: victims find 

safety in online school environment

• Victimized adolescents often feel 

unsafe at school

• Escape from public evidence of 

ostracism

• Comfort of home & support access

Graham et al., 2006; Vaillancourt et al., 2010



Competing Hypotheses

• Hazard hypothesis: victims more 

distressed in online school environment

• Sense of isolation amplified

• Limited teacher supervision

• Less direct access to peer support

Duckworth et al., 2021; Scott et al., 2021; Silk et al., 2021



Method

Nov 2020 Feb 2021 May 2021

Sept 2021 Dec 2021 April 2023

April 2024 2025 2026

• Promoting Relationships 

and Identity in Education 

(PRIDE) Study

• 388 9th graders (Mage = 

14.02) in Michigan recruited 

during pandemic

• Followed across high 

school (and beyond)

46%

6%

17%

6%

19%

6%
White

Multiethnic

Asian

AMENA

Black

Other



Measures

Variable Measure Sample Items Scale

Peer 

victimization 

Revised Peer Experiences 

Questionnaire (De Los Reyes & 

Prinstein, 2004)

“A peer threatened to hurt or beat me up”

“Some peers left me out of an activity or 

conversation that I really wanted to be 
included in”

1 (Never) to 5 (A 

few times a week)

Depressive 

symptoms

Center for Epidemiologic 

Studies Depression Scale 

Revised (CESD-R; Radloff, 1977)

“I was bothered by things that usually don’t 

bother me”

“I had trouble keeping my mind on what I 

was doing”

0 (Rarely or none 

of the time) to 3 

(Most of the time)

Anxiety 

symptoms

Generalized Anxiety 

Disorder Scale (GAD-7; Spitzer 

et al., 2006)

“Feeling nervous, anxious, or on edge”

“Not being able to stop or control worrying”

0 (Not at all) to 3 

(Nearly every day)

Somatic 

symptoms

Children’s Somatic 

Symptoms Inventory (CSSI-8; 

Walker et al., 2009)

“Headaches”

“Pain in your stomach of abdomen”

0 (Not at all) to 4 

(A whole lot)



Measures

Which of the following best describes your current school situation? 

Please select all that apply. 

I physically go to school every day

I go to school some days and take classes online some days

I take all my school classes online

Wave 1 

(11/2020)

Wave 2 

(2/2021)

Wave 3 

(5/2021)

In-person 4.4% 10.4% 35.9%

Hybrid 5.2% 40.5% 20.9%

Online 85.8% 45.8% 39.5%

Indeterminable/Missing 4.6% 3.3% 3.6%



Analyses

Peer Victimization
Mental  & Physical 

Health

Schooling Format

• Multilevel modeling: time nested within participants

• Parsing apart within-person and between-person associations across the school year

• Within-person: relative increases in peer victimization & changes in school 
format (self as own control)

• Between-person: individual differences in peer victimization & school format 
across students



Within-Person Effects

Peer 

Victimization

Depressive 

Symptoms

Anxiety 

Symptoms

Somatic 

Symptoms

Level 1: Within-Person

b = 1.08**

b = 1.39**

b = 0.74

Controlling for:

-Time

-COVID-19 positivity rates

-School format

-Gender

-Sexual orientation

-Race/ethnicity

-SES

-Intervention condition

-% of study waves in online 

school

Schacter et al., 2022, Development and Psychopathology



Moderation by School Format

Peer 

Victimization
Depressive 

Symptoms

Somatic 

Symptoms

Level 1: Within-Person

Peer 

Victimization

Schooling 

Format

Schooling 

Format

b = 0.18, p = .880

b = 0.56, p = .735

Schacter et al., 2022, Development and Psychopathology



Moderation by School Format

Anxiety 

Symptoms

Level 1: Within-Person

Peer 

Victimization

Schooling 

Format

b = 1.83, p = .020***

Schacter et al., 2022, Development and Psychopathology



Peer Victimization & Anxiety by School Format

Anxiety 

Symptoms

Peer 

Victimization

In-Person School

Anxiety 

Symptoms

Peer 

Victimization

Online School

b = 2.16, p < .001***

b = 0.33, p = .528

Partial support for safe haven hypothesis

Schacter et al., 2022, Development and Psychopathology



Prevalence of Peer Victimization

% of School Year 

Online
Peer 

Victimization

b = -0.24, p = .033*

Students who spent more of 9th grade in online school were less likely to be bullied.

Students who spent more of 9th grade in in-person school were more likely to be bullied.



Generalization Beyond COVID-19
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Implications

• Biopsychosocial pathways

• Peer victimization shapes how adolescents see their social 
world and, in turn, their health and well-being

• Context matters

• Impact of peer victimization varies depending on where 
adolescents are and who they spend time with

• Opportunities for intervention

• Identifying specific risk and protective factors can guide 
development of targeted interventions



Recommendations

Beyond bullying prevention 

• Also need to focus on harm reduction among victims

Treat peer victimization as potential trauma

• E.g., Attentional/threat bias modification training

Promote peer support networks

• Power in shared experience
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Thank You! Questions?

@hannah_schacter

www.arclabwsu.com 

hannah.schacter@wayne.edu 

http://www.arclabwsu.com/
mailto:Hannah.Schacter@wayne.edu
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