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Abstract

Introduction: Using a prospective longitudinal design across six years, the current study 

investigated whether adolescents’ experiences of peer rejection across middle school increased 

their risk of maladaptive (aggressive and unsupportive) behaviors in high school romantic 

relationships. Additionally, friendship quality following the transition to high school was 

examined as a potential protective factor.

Methods: The sample consisted of 1,987 ethnically diverse youth (54% female; Mage=17.10) 

who were romantically involved at eleventh grade. Peer rejection (based on peer nominations) was 

assessed at four time points across three years in middle school. Students reported on their 

friendship quality in ninth grade and their aggressive (e.g., shouting; hitting) and supportive (e.g., 

listening; helping) behaviors towards a romantic partner in eleventh grade.

Results: Results demonstrated that adolescents who were increasingly rejected by peers during 

middle school were more likely to behave aggressively towards their romantic partners in high 

school. Friendship quality at the beginning of high school moderated prospective links from 

rejection to support, such that escalating middle school peer rejection predicted less supportive 

romantic behaviors only among youth with low-quality friendships at ninth grade. These patterns 

were documented over and above the effects of sex, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and students’ 

aggressive behavior at the beginning of middle school.

Conclusions: Together, the findings suggest that 1) increasing peer rejection during middle 

school may spiral into later romantic relationship dysfunction and 2) supportive friendships across 

a critical school transition can interrupt links between peer and romantic problems.
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Establishing healthy romantic relationships is considered a key developmental task of 

adolescence (Collins & van Dulmen, 2006; Furman, 2002), with the majority of teens 

reporting at least one romantic relationship by age 15 (Carver, Joyner, & Udry, 2003). 

Although early relationships provide opportunities for adolescents to experience 

companionship, intimacy, and support that offer preparation for healthy romantic bonds in 

adulthood, they can also present unique developmental challenges. In particular, 

adolescents’ inexperience communicating with a romantic partner or managing the intense 

emotions of a romantic relationship can precipitate problematic interpersonal functioning. 

Indeed, up to 35% of adolescents exhibit aggression towards their dating partners (Haynie et 

al., 2013), and many young people feel ill-equipped to navigate romantic conflicts and foster 

caring intimate relationships (Weissbourd, Anderson, Cashin, & McIntyre, 2017). Because 

aggression and hostility in teenagers’ romantic relationships are concerning developmental 

precursors to adult intimate partner violence (Exner-Cortens, Eckenrode, & Rothman, 2013), 

adolescence may provide a unique window of opportunity to identify risk and protective 

factors for romantic dysfunction.

Developmentally, peer relationships provide a central context for the progression of 

adolescents’ romantic relationships (Furman, 1999) and meaningfully shape their romantic 

experiences in both negative and positive ways (Connolly, Furman, & Konarski, 2000; van 

de Bongardt, Yu, Deković, & Meeus, 2015). Whereas repeated exposure to peer stressors, 

such as chronic rejection, is likely to amplify maladaptive romantic behaviors (Garthe, 

Sullivan, & McDaniel, 2016), access to positive peer relationships (e.g., high quality 

friendships) may serve a vital function in preparing adolescents for healthy intimate 

relationships (Linder & Collins, 2005). Despite increased empirical interest in identifying 

peer relationship predictors of romantic outcomes, the scarcity of prospective longitudinal 

studies limits our understanding of developmental pathways from one relational context to 

the other. Capitalizing on six years of longitudinal data, the current study investigates 

whether adolescents’ experiences of peer rejection in middle school predict their aggressive 

and (un)supportive behaviors toward their romantic partners in high school, over and above 

baseline aggression. We also examine ninth grade friendship quality as a moderator of these 

links to determine if having close, caring friends at a critical turning point—the high school 

transition—can protect against the negative legacy of middle school peer rejection.

Peer Rejection as a Risk Factor

Across the transition to adolescence, peer rejection emerges as a common and consequential 

form of negative treatment (Coie, Dodge, & Kupersmidt, 1990). At a time when the need for 

peer approval is heightened (Brown, 1990), the experience of being disliked or avoided by 

peers can take a toll on adolescents’ social-emotional adjustment (Juvonen, 2013). Although 

rejection may function as a marker of youth’s pre-existing behavioral problems (e.g., 

aggression), the experience of peer rejection independently contributes to future 

maladjustment over and above other individual risk factors (Zimmer-Gembeck, 2016).

Being disliked by peers impairs adolescents’ ability to successfully navigate other 

interpersonal relationships. Because positive peer interactions offer opportunities to acquire 
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important interpersonal competencies (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Ladd, 1999), adolescents 

who are shunned by peers lack access to a key context for practicing social skills (Juvonen, 

2013). Indeed, compared to their well-liked peers, rejected youth are less sociable (Bierman 

& Montminy, 1993; Newcomb, Bukowski, & Pattee, 1993) and exhibit more interpersonal 

problem-solving difficulties (Dodge et al., 2003). Additionally, when peers repeatedly 

communicate messages of rejection, adolescents come to anxiously anticipate social 

rejection in the future (Downey, Bonica, & Rincón, 1999) and exhibit other social-

information processing deficits (e.g., hostile attributions; approval of aggression; Crick & 

Dodge, 1994; Pettit, Lansford, Malone, Dodge, & Bates, 2010) that may contribute to 

further relationship difficulties (Zimmer-Gembeck, 2016). Adolescents who expect 

rejection, for example, are more likely to behave aggressively (e.g., in response to possible 

threats; Zimmer-Gembeck, Nesdale, Webb, Khatibi, & Downey, 2016), which in turn 

exacerbates peer disliking (Prinstein & Cillessen, 2003). Thus, by depriving adolescents of 

opportunities to develop social skills and priming them to expect mistreatment, peer 

rejection—particularly when unrelenting—may interfere with adolescents’ ability to 

successfully navigate romantic relationships.

Recognizing the relevance of the peer context for adolescents’ romantic relationship 

functioning, a number of studies consider peer risk factors for romantic dysfunction, 

especially dating aggression. For example, one recent meta-analysis pooling results from 

nine studies found that adolescent peer mistreatment (i.e., victimization, rejection) was 

significantly associated with romantic aggression (Garthe et al., 2016). However, most of the 

studies were cross-sectional and relied on self-reports, raising questions about longitudinal 

pathways from adolescents’ reputational (e.g., rejected) status to aggressive romantic 

behavior.

Additionally, although some studies have investigated links between peer stressors and 

aggression with romantic partners, less is known about how peer difficulties contribute to 

adolescents’ supportive romantic behaviors, or lack thereof. Understanding antecedents of 

adaptive romantic patterns is important inasmuch as developing the capacity to support a 

romantic partner is essential for intimate relationship success in adulthood (Allen, Narr, 

Kansky, & Szwedo, 2019). Youth repeatedly rejected across middle school may enter 

romantic relationships lacking practice in critical interpersonal and emotional skills, 

including self-regulation (McLaughlin, Hatzenbuehler, & Hilt, 2009) and problem-solving 

strategies (Crick & Dodge, 1994), that limit their capacity to effectively comfort and validate 

a romantic partner. For example, past research demonstrates that rejected youth are less 

likely to behave prosocially (e.g., help others; van Rijsewijk et al., 2006) and exhibit 

decreased social competence over time (Di Giunta et al., 2018). And yet, to our knowledge, 

the prospective effects of peer rejection on romantic competence—and specifically support 

provision—have yet to be directly investigated.

Friendship Quality as a Protective Factor

Although being disliked by peers appears to increase adolescents’ risk for problems in 

romantic relationships, not all rejected youth go on to exhibit partner-directed aggression or 

struggle with providing romantic support. A question that follows is whether the negative 
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effects of peer rejection can be mitigated if adolescents have an opportunity to practice 

relationship skills in the context of close friendships. For example, there is some evidence 

that merely having friends during adolescence is important for romantic functioning in 

adulthood, such that peer rejection predicts worse romantic relationship quality for youth 

without friends but not youth with friends (Marion, Laursen, Zettergren, & Bergman, 2013). 

Beyond presence or absence of friends, the quality of these relationships also appear to 

matter, with some evidence indicating that perceiving trust and security within friendships 

can counteract the maladaptive sequalae of rejection. In the peer context, high quality 

friendships protect youth from escalating cycles of victimization and behavioral problems 

(Hodges, Boivin, Vitaro, & Bukowski, 1999), and adolescents who spend more time with 

friends exhibit dampened sensitivity to social rejection (Masten, Telzer, Fuligni, Lieberman, 

& Eisenberger, 2012). Romantically, adolescents who successfully form and maintain strong 

close friendships also experience greater romantic satisfaction into adulthood (Allen et al., 

2019), whereas those with less friend support exhibit greater dating aggression perpetration 

(Richards & Branch, 2012). High-quality friendships are likely to provide a context for 

practicing supportive behaviors, such as listening and validating, that are then critical in the 

romantic domain (Ashley & Foshee, 2005).

High quality friendships may offer particularly important social-emotional provisions for 

previously rejected youth during school transitions (Aikins, Bierman, & Parker, 2005). 

Transitioning to a new social environment creates uncertainty about one’s social standing 

and fitting in and, as such, may reinforce negative expectations of others’ dislike and 

maltreatment. For youth who enter a new high school together with former classmates, it 

may also be challenging to shake a negative social reputation from middle school (Benner, 

Boyle, & Bakhtiari, 2017). However, as far as we know, no studies have examined whether 

the quality of adolescents’ friendships modifies links between negative peer experiences and 

romantic outcomes across middle and high school.

The Present Study

To shed light on peer-related risk and protective factors for adolescents’ romantic 

relationship functioning, the current study had two main aims. The first goal was to examine 

adolescents’ middle school experiences of peer rejection as precursors to their aggression 

perpetration and lack of support in a romantic relationship at eleventh grade over and above 

baseline aggression. We examine romantic relationships at eleventh grade because past 

research documents elevated rates of dating aggression among 15- to 18- year-olds 

compared to younger age groups (Taylor & Mumford, 2016). Recognizing that adolescents’ 

aggressive behavior at the start of middle school may set in motion subsequent escalations in 

peer rejection (Coie et al., 1990; Kornienko et al., 2019) and romantic difficulties (Ellis & 

Wolfe, 2015; Ha et al., 2019), and may also account for continued aggressive behaviors, we 

control for students’ aggressive behavior as rated by teachers during sixth grade. We 

hypothesized that adolescents who experienced increasing rejection across middle school 

would exhibit more aggression and less support in their eleventh-grade romantic 

relationships, even after accounting for baseline levels of aggression in middle school.
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The second aim of the study was to examine whether perceived average friendship quality 

(i.e., across all friends) following the high school transition moderates the link between 

middle school peer rejection and maladaptive behaviors within a romantic relationship in 

high school. We hypothesized that having high-quality friendships in ninth grade buffers 

associations between escalating peer rejection and aggression as well as lack of support, 

insofar as these positive peer relationships should provide relationship skill practice. We 

tested our main aims by capitalizing on six waves of longitudinal, multi-reporter (i.e., 

student, peer, teacher) data drawn from a large sample of ethnically diverse youth in urban 

middle and high schools, focusing on adolescents reporting romantic relationship 

involvement during eleventh grade. Although not a central goal of the study, we also explore 

potential sex differences in links between rejection and romantic outcomes and control for 

differences in romantic aggression and support across adolescent sex, ethnicity, and 

socioeconomic status.

Method

Participants

Data for this study came from a large, longitudinal study of adolescents initially recruited 

from 26 urban public middle schools in California (N=5,991; 52% female). We used data 

collected from three consecutive cohorts of students at four time points across middle school 

(fall of sixth, spring of sixth, seventh, eighth grades) and two time points in high school 

(spring of ninth and eleventh grades). These data were collected between 2009 and 2017. As 

with most longitudinal studies, not all participants were retained at each wave of data 

collection. At the end of middle school (i.e., spring of eighth grade), 79% of the original 

sample was retained. Across the high school transition, a 76% participation rate was 

maintained from eighth to ninth grade (n=3578), and 79% from eighth to eleventh grade 

(n=3696). Attrition analyses indicated that relative to those without eleventh grade data, 

students who participated at eleventh grade were more likely to be girls [χ2(1)=22.94, p<.

001] and have parents with lower levels of education [t(5522)=2.51, p=.012]. Additionally, 

African American students were less likely to participate at eleventh grade [χ2(5)=67.61, 

p<.001]. There were no differences between students with and without eleventh grade data 

in terms of ninth grade friendship quality [t(3409)=1.89, p= 0.059], as well as peer rejection 

at the beginning of middle school [t(5990)=−1.49, p= 0.137] and across middle school 

[t(5990)=1.33, p=.184].

Given our interest in aggression and support within romantic relationships, the analytic 

sample only includes participants who reported romantic involvement (past 12 months or 

present) at eleventh grade (n=1987; 54% female; 36% Latino/a, 21% White, 10% Asian, 

11% African American, 15% Multiethnic or Biracial, and 7% from other ethnic groups). We 

used a broad definition of any type of self-reported romantic involvement (in a steady, 

committed relationship; dating someone but can see other people; “talking” to someone) 

currently or within the past year to capture a range of romantic experiences characteristic of 

high school-aged youth, rather than focusing exclusively on serious, monogamous 

relationships (see Furman & Collins, 2008). Rates of romantic involvement in the current 

sample (54%) are comparable to those documented among national samples of similarly 
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aged youth (e.g., Carver et al., 2003). Among youth who participated at eleventh grade, chi-

square and independent samples t-tests were conducted to compare the analytic sample (i.e., 

romantically involved) to those reporting no romantic involvement. While there were no sex 

differences in romantic involvement [χ2(1)=0.16, p=.686], romantically involved students 

had parents with lower levels of education [t(3438)=4.19, p<.035]. Ethnic differences also 

emerged [χ2(5)=129.43, p<.001], such that Asian students and those from other ethnic 

groups (i.e., not one of the four major pan-ethnic categories) were least likely to be 

romantically involved. In addition, compared to those not romantically involved, students 

who were romantically involved at eleventh grade had higher quality friendships at ninth 

grade [t(2735.20)=−4.60, p< 0.001] but were more rejected at the beginning of middle 

school [t(3694)=−3.00, p= 0.003].

Procedure

Prior to data collection, all students and families received informed consent and 

informational letters. Only students who turned in signed parental consent and provided 

written assent participated. Parent consent rates during middle school recruitment averaged 

81.4%. Students completed paper questionnaires (read aloud in each classroom by trained 

researchers) in middle school and electronic questionnaires in high school. Instructions for 

completing the high school survey were audio taped and all students worked at their own 

pace. Students received $5 in the fall and spring of sixth grade, $10 in seventh and eighth 

grade, and $20 in ninth and eleventh grade. Completion of the surveys took about 45 

minutes to one hour.

Measures

Time-Varying Variables.—Peer rejection was assessed at four time points in middle 

school (fall of sixth, and spring of sixth, seventh and eighth grades).

Peer Rejection.: Using an unlimited nomination procedure, students wrote down the names 

of grademates (same- or other- sex) whom they “do not like to hang out with.” For each 

participant, the number of nominations received was totaled, with higher numbers indicating 

a stronger peer rejection reputation. Typical of rejection nominations, the means were low 

(ranging from 0.89 – 1.18 across four waves) and standard deviations high (ranging from 

1.59 – 2.19 across four waves).1 As a result, the peer rejection variable is overdispersed (i.e., 

standard deviation is larger than the mean) with a large positive skew. To accommodate the 

low modal score and long tail, we modeled growth of peer rejection using a negative 

binomial distribution (see analytic plan; Gazelle, Faldowski, & Peter, 2015).

Time-Invariant Variables.—Two indicators were used to assess romantic relationship 

functioning at eleventh grade: aggression and support. Additionally, friendship quality, 

demographic characteristics and teacher-rated aggression were assessed for each student.

Romantic Aggression Perpetration.: At spring of eleventh grade, participants responded to 

11 items adapted from the Iowa Youth and Families Project (Conger, 2010). As shown in 

1Across middle school, the percent of students receiving zero rejection nominations at any given wave ranged from 50 to 56%.
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Table 1, students indicated the frequency with which they have perpetrated physical (e.g., 

“How often do/did you hit, push, grab or shove him/her?”) and psychological (e.g., “How 

often do/did you boss him/her around a lot?”) aggression when dating, talking or doing 

things with their romantic partner. Response options were given on a 7-point scale 

(1=always – 7=never). Items were reverse coded with higher values indicating greater 

romantic aggression perpetration and averaged into a composite score (α=.88; M=1.83; 

SD=0.86).

Romantic Support Provision.: Five items adapted from the Iowa Youth and Families 

Project (Conger, 2010) were used to assess supportive behaviors within romantic 

relationships (see Table 1). Students indicated how often they engage in specific behaviors 

with their romantic partner, such as listening, expressing affection, and acting supportive and 

understanding (e.g., “How often do/did you let him/her know you really care about them?”), 

on a 7-point scale (1=always – 7=never). Items were reverse coded with higher values 

reflecting greater romantic support and averaged into a composite score (α=.81; M=5.46; 

SD=1.37).

Friendship Quality.: At the spring of ninth grade, using an unlimited peer nomination 

procedure, students were asked to list the names of their good (same- or other-sex) friends in 

their grade at school. Friendship quality was assessed with two items capturing emotional 

security and support (i.e., “This friend helps me feel better when I’m upset;” “This friend 

sticks up for me/has my back), adapted from widely used measures in childhood and 

adolescence (see Furman, 1996). Responses to the two items (r=.64) on the 3-point scale 

(1=no/hardly ever – 3=yes/almost all the time) were averaged for each friend and then across 

all nominated friends, with higher values indicating higher friendship quality (M=2.69, 

SD=0.35).

Covariates.: Prior research documents differences in romantic outcomes (e.g., aggression) 

as a function of adolescent sex (Wincentak, Connolly, & Card, 2016), ethnicity (Eaton et al., 

2012), and socioeconomic status (Foshee et al., 2008). Therefore, in the main analyses we 

controlled for self-reported sex (1=girl, 0=boy), ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. 
Ethnicity was represented by five dummy variables (African American, Asian, White, 

Multiethnic, Other), using Latino students (the largest ethnic group in the sample) as the 

reference group. Parent education (1=elementary/junior high school to 6=graduate degree) 

was used as a proxy for student socioeconomic status. Additionally, in light of documented 

associations between peer rejection and aggressive/antisocial behavior (Coie et al., 1990; Ha 

et al., 2019; Kornienko et al., 2019), we accounted for teacher-rated aggression at the end of 

the first year in middle school (spring of sixth grade), when teachers have had opportunity to 

get to know students’ behavior well. Teachers who had daily classroom contact with 

students rated each student’s frequency of aggressive behavior (i.e., starts fights, mean to 

others) using two items adapted from the Interpersonal Competence Scale (ICS-T; Cairns, 

Leung, Gest, & Cairns, 1995), which were rated on a 7-point scale (1=always – 7=never), 
reverse coded and averaged into a composite score (r=.76; M=1.78; SD=1.11).
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Analytic Plan

Latent growth curve models (LGCM) were conducted in Mplus 8.0 (Muthén & Muthén, 

1998-2018) using a structural equation modeling framework. LGCM is an ideal approach to 

account for individual variations in peer rejection and its effect on romantic outcomes given 

that individual growth is estimated separately for each adolescent. The LGCM approach can 

be applied to non-normal distributions, including count variables (Asparouhov & Muthen, 

2014). Because peer rejection was a significantly overdispersed count variable, we used a 

negative binomial function and a maximum likelihood estimator with robust standard errors 

(MLR). Negative binomial models are designed to handle dependent variables with 

distributions incorporating many zero values and large positive skews (Gazelle et al., 2015).2 

Missing data were handled with full information maximum likelihood estimation (Enders, 

2010).

To test whether dating behaviors can be predicted by earlier middle school peer rejection 

experiences, as an initial step we use an unconditional negative binomial LGCM to estimate 

latent intercept (i.e., peer rejection at the beginning of middle school) and slope (i.e., rate of 

change in peer rejection across middle school) parameters. Time points were fixed 

incrementally to reflect the data assessment schedule (i.e., fall of sixth grade=0, spring of 

sixth grade=.5, spring of seventh grade=1.5, spring of eighth grade=2.5). Next, a series of 

conditional LGCMs tested the associations between peer rejection and dating behaviors (i.e., 

romantic aggression perpetration and support provision). First, we examined the main effects 

of middle school peer rejection intercept and slope, while controlling for sex, ethnicity, SES, 

teacher-rated aggression and friendship quality. Second, to test whether the effect of peer 

rejection varied as a function of the quality of students’ ninth-grade friendships, interaction 

terms between the latent peer rejection constructs and friendship quality were created using 

the XWITH command in Mplus and tested one at a time with all lower-order terms in the 

models. Statistically significant interactions were decomposed to compare the effects of peer 

rejection for students with low (−1 SD), average, and high (+1 SD) quality friendships. For 

conditional LGCMs, multiple group analyses were also used to examine sex differences 

among the observed associations.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Item-level frequencies of eleventh-grade aggressive and supportive romantic behaviors are 

reported by sex in Table 1. Frequencies of aggression perpetration toward romantic partners 

ranged from 15% - 67% and frequencies of support ranged from 78% - 97%. The two 

outcomes were uncorrelated (r=−.02), suggesting that within romantic relationships 

aggression and support are independent constructs, rather than simply inverse of one 

another.

2Because count models do not yield traditional fit indices (e.g., root mean square error of approximation, RMSEA), no model fit 
indices are reported.
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Unconditional LGCM

Results from the unconditional LGCM indicated a non-significant slope of peer rejection 

(b=−.024, p=.423) and significant variance around the slope [var(b)=.042, p=.006]. The non-

significant slope indicates that, in the sample as a whole, there was no significant change in 

peer rejection across middle school. However, the significant variance indicates that there 

are individual differences in the patterns of longitudinal change in peer rejection between 

adolescents. That is, although the average peer rejection trajectory for the sample appeared 

relatively stable, there were significant differences in patterns of change in peer rejection 

across individuals from sixth to eighth grade.

Peer Rejection Trajectories Predicting Romantic Functioning

To explore how these individual differences in peer rejection are related to romantic 

aggression and support at eleventh grade, conditional LGCMs including between-person 

effects were estimated. First, we examined how the intercept and slope of peer rejection 

predicted romantic aggression and support, while controlling for sex, ethnicity, SES, teacher-

rated aggression and friendship quality (see Figures 1a and 1b). Girls reported lower levels 

of aggression perpetration and higher levels of support in their romantic relationships, 

relative to boys (see also Table 1). Additionally, African American students reported higher 

levels of aggression perpetration compared to Latinos, while White students reported lower 

levels of perpetration and support than Latinos. Lower socioeconomic status was associated 

with greater aggression perpetration. Finally, students with lower quality ninth-grade 

friendships reported engaging in fewer supportive romantic behaviors.

Peer rejection at the beginning of middle school (i.e., intercept) was unrelated to both 

aggression perpetration (b=−0.02, p=.477) and support (b=0.07, p=.088). However, as 

expected, change in peer rejection across middle school (i.e., slope) was positively related to 

romantic aggression. Students who experienced steeper increases in peer rejection from sixth 

to eighth grade reported higher levels of aggression perpetration toward their romantic 

partner at eleventh grade (b=0.69, p=.050). In contrast, changes in peer rejection were 

unrelated to romantic support (b=−0.47, p=.365).

Multiple group analysis was conducted to examine potential sex differences in the 

association between the peer rejection slope and romantic aggression perpetration. A Wald 

chi-square test revealed that the effect for boys and the effect for girls were not significantly 

different from each other (χ2(1)=0.94, p=.331), although inspection of sex-specific 

parameters for the association suggested that the effect was driven by boys (b=1.34, p=.021) 

more so than girls (b=0.61, p=217).

Friendship Quality as a Moderator

To examine whether the associations between middle school peer rejection and dating 

behaviors vary as a function of the quality of students’ friendships, we tested two latent 

interactions: Peer Rejection Intercept X Friendship Quality and Peer Rejection Slope X 

Friendship Quality (see Table 2). When predicting romantic aggression, neither the effect of 

baseline rejection (b=0.07, p=.339), nor change in rejection across middle school (b=−0.60, 

p=.720), varied as a function of friendship quality.
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When predicting romantic support, one significant interaction emerged. Although the peer 

rejection intercept did not interact significantly with friendship quality (b=−0.01, p=.924), 

there was a significant interaction between changes in peer rejection across middle school 

and the ninth-grade friendship quality (b=2.22, p=.041). Among students with low 

friendship quality following the transition to high school, increases in peer rejection across 

middle school were related to lower levels of romantic support at eleventh grade (b=−1.16, 

p=.037). However, for students with average (b=−0.40, p=.340) and high (b=0.35, p=.533) 

quality friendships, increases in peer rejection across middle school were not related to their 

level of supportive behavior in romantic relationships at eleventh grade. Multiple group 

analysis revealed no significant sex differences in the moderating role of friendship quality, 

χ2(1)=0.79, p=.373. Thus, good quality friendships during the transition to high school 

moderated the association between increased peer rejection in middle school and supportive 

(but not aggressive) behaviors within subsequent romantic relationships.

Discussion

Learning how to form successful romantic relationships is a central task of adolescence. 

Capitalizing on six years of longitudinal data and multiple reporting sources, the present 

study demonstrates the ways in which earlier social experiences predict behaviors within 

romantic relationships at eleventh grade, implicating escalating peer rejection in middle 

school as a precursor of problematic romantic functioning in high school. Students who 

became increasingly disliked by their peers across middle school were more likely to then 

behave aggressively in their high school romantic relationships, regardless of friendship 

quality. However, high quality friendships at the high school transition, a time of uncertainty, 

protected rejected youth from engaging in unsupportive behaviors within romantic 

relationships. Our findings offer insights about continuities across relationship contexts 

(peers and romantic partners) and the power of close friendships to disrupt negative 

developmental pathways.

Longitudinal analyses demonstrated that, consistent with our hypotheses, adolescents who 

became increasingly disliked by peers across middle school reported greater aggression 

perpetration in their eleventh-grade romantic relationships. Although past research has 

begun to explore continuities between adolescents’ negative peer and romantic experiences, 

such as dating aggression, the current study offered a novel contribution by also considering 

when and how peer stressors contribute to adolescents’ supportiveness in romantic contexts. 

In addition to documenting that adolescents’ negative peer experiences heighten their 

aggressive romantic behaviors, we found evidence that adolescents’ escalating rejection 

experiences limited their supportive romantic behaviors, at least in the absence of high-

quality friendships. When peer-rejected youth did not feel supported by their friends during 

the first year of high school, they were less likely to display supportive behaviors within a 

romantic relationship. But, when adolescents perceived their ninth-grade friends to be 

trustworthy and caring, increases in their own middle school rejection did not predict lower 

levels of romantic support provision.

As suggested by research examining the role of friendships at the transition to middle school 

(e.g., Aikins et al., 2005), the high school transition may offer a “fresh start” for previously 
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rejected youth. High-quality friendships in high school may then compensate for rejection 

from the peer group during middle school or help socially vulnerable youth more effectively 

navigate a new, and oftentimes challenging, school environment. From this view, good 

friends may serve a “social skills enhancing” function for rejected youth, and interpersonal 

competencies (e.g., warmth, support) acquired in the friendship context are later applied in 

romantic contexts (Collins & Sroufe, 1999). A question that follows is when and why some 

peer-rejected youth are able to develop high-quality friendships in high school. One 

alternative explanation for our findings is that adolescents who are able to make close, 

strong friendships in high school despite a history of peer rejection represent a particularly 

resilient or skilled group who will also exhibit a greater capacity for sympathy and support 

in their romantic relationships. Although we cannot disentangle influence versus selection 

effects here, it will be a promising avenue for future research linking peer and romantic 

competencies.

Inconsistent with our hypotheses, high quality friendships did not buffer associations 

between increasing peer rejection and romantic aggression perpetration. A closer look at the 

characteristics of adolescents’ ninth grade friends could potentially shed light on this 

finding. Although the large size of our sample and wide distribution of students across many 

high schools prohibited us from capturing detailed information about friendship networks, 

past research suggests that peer rejected youth often affiliate with antisocial peers who 

themselves engage in romantic aggression perpetration (Arriaga & Foshee, 2004; Foshee, 

McNaughton Reyes, & Ennett, 2010). Some of the peer rejected youth in our study may 

have developed supportive friendships with deviant peers; in turn, despite socially and 

emotionally benefiting from a close, caring friendship, they may also learn to accept and 

even model coercive behaviors in their own romantic relationships. Notably, romantic 

aggression and support were not correlated with one another, suggesting that peer rejection 

maps onto two distinct forms of relationship dysfunction in unique ways.

Although an investigation of underlying mechanisms was beyond the scope of our study, 

here we briefly outline several possible explanations for the current results that should be 

directly tested in future research. From a social-information processing perspective (Crick & 

Dodge, 1994), targets of peer mistreatment develop maladaptive expectations for future 

social encounters (e.g., hypervigilance to threat cues), which make aggressive responses 

more accessible and desirable. Adolescents entering romantic relationships after years of 

peer mistreatment may react quickly and maladaptively (i.e., aggressively; Dodge & Pettit, 

2003) to any possible threat of rejection (e.g., romantic spat) or exclusion (Will, Crone, van 

Lier, & Güroğlu, 2016). It is also possible that selection effects are at play, wherein rejected 

youth gravitate towards partners that may themselves be reactive or aggressive, although 

prior research suggests greater similarity among adolescent partners on “visible” features 

(e.g., attractiveness) compared to reputational characteristics (e.g., aggression or 

victimization; Simon, Aikins, & Prinstein, 2008). Further research that investigates the 

dynamic interplay between patterns of aggression and rejection across relationship contexts 

(e.g., Ha et al., 2019; Ha et al., 2016) will be important in disentangling these complex 

patterns.
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Descriptively, the current study also sheds light on dating aggression prevalence rates among 

an ethnically diverse school sample of romantically involved youth. Over half of the sample 

reported having criticized and gotten angry with their romantic partner, while about one fifth 

said they have perpetrated physical aggression. The relatively high overall perpetration rate 

mirrors rates reported in other research with similar high school samples (e.g., O’Leary, 

Smith Slep, Avery-Leaf, & Cascardi, 2008). Although the average rates of romantic 

aggression perpetration were quite high, it is encouraging to see even higher rates of 

romantic support reported among romantically involved adolescents. Almost all youth 

reported engaging in some (often multiple) forms of support towards their romantic partners, 

such as listening carefully to a partner’s point of view and showing a partner they care. 

Examination of demographic differences in romantic outcomes highlighted higher rates of 

aggression perpetration among boys than girls, but higher rates of support provision among 

girls than boys, mirroring past research on gendered interpersonal support processes (Rose 

& Rudolph, 2006). Prevalence rates for aggression also varied across ethnicity and SES, 

consistent with prior research (e.g., Eaton et al., 2012; Foshee et al., 2008): Latino and 

African American youth and students from lower SES families reporting higher rates of 

romantic aggression perpetration. Together these findings highlight the importance of 

offering widely accessible school-based health programs for youth, not only to provide basic 

“sex ed” but also to help develop adolescents’ positive relationship skills (Adler-Baeder, 

Kerpelman, Schramm, Higginbotham, & Paulk, 2007).

The current study had several limitations. First, although we incorporated multiple reporting 

sources (self, peer, teacher) across measures to minimize the possibility of shared method 

variance, adolescents’ self-reports of dating aggression perpetration may yield 

underestimates of these behaviors. Studies that recruit and collect data from adolescent 

couples would circumvent issues of self-report biases by evaluating perpetration from the 

partner’s (i.e., target’s) point of view (e.g., Rogers, Ha, Updegraff, & Iida, 2018). Also 

relating to measurement issues, friendship quality was based off of only two self-report 

items and averaged across all nominated friends to capture overall friendship quality (i.e., 

students were not asked to identify a “best friend”). Despite the measure capturing two 

essential components of adolescents’ friendships (relational support and security), it would 

be important to replicate the current results using a multidimensional scale that taps into 

other important friendship features, such as intimate disclosure, which may meaningfully 

contribute to the way youth navigate their romantic experiences. The current findings may 

also be better understood if more information was available about the social experiences of 

friends. For example, if a rejected adolescent primarily affiliates with other rejected youth, 

this may undermine opportunities for positive “relationship practice”. Additionally, because 

we did not distinguish between “best friendships” and other friendships nor could we track 

the identity of participants’ friends across our many (100+) participating high schools, we do 

not capture mutuality of friendships or the potential variability in quality across adolescents’ 

different friendships. Finally, given that we did not specifically consider the role of sexual 

orientation in our analyses, it will be critical for future research to investigate whether the 

current findings generalize across heterosexual and sexual minority youth and to better 

understand shared (or unique) predictors of romantic outcomes (e.g., aggression, support) 

within same-sex youth couples.
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Nevertheless, this study contributes to our understanding of developmental connections 

between peer and romantic domains. By focusing on both aggressive and supportive 

relationship outcomes, we highlight that peer mistreatment not only heightens adolescents’ 

risk for displaying problematic partner-directed behaviors, but also reduces the likelihood of 

youth displaying constructive partner-directed behaviors if they lack close, caring friends 

across the high school transition. Additionally, the findings underscore the value of 

considering peer experiences as they unfold over time—peer rejection was uniquely 

consequential for romantic functioning when adolescents’ negative reputation grew and 

solidified across the middle school years. When thinking about the development and 

implementation of school-based sexual and relationship education programs, it will be 

critical to recognize that every adolescent brings a unique social history into their romantic 

relationships. Starting these programs early with an emphasis on how to foster caring and 

supportive friendships could have downstream benefits for adolescents’ romantic 

functioning.
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Figure 1. 
Conditional LGCM of middle school peer rejection predicting eleventh grade romantic 

perpetration and support. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

a. Unstandardized effect estimates of peer rejection and covariates predicting romantic 

perpetration.

b. Unstandardized effect estimates of peer rejection and covariates predicting romantic 

support.
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Table 2.

Interactive effects of middle school peer rejection and ninth grade friendship quality on eleventh grade 

romantic support.

Predictors b (SE)

Girl 0.302** (.09)

African American −0.116 (.12)

Asian −0.212 (.14)

White −0.362** (.11)

Multiethnic −0.181 (.15)

Other Ethnic 0.036 (.11)

SES −0.007 (.03)

Teacher-Rated Aggression −0.054 (.04)

Friendship Quality 0.608*** (.16)

Peer Rejection Intercept 0.064 (.05)

Peer Rejection Slope −0.402 (.42)

Peer Rejection Slope X Friendship Quality 2.217* (1.08)

Note. Sex reference group=Boy; Ethnicity reference group=Latino. The peer rejection intercept X friendship quality interaction was non-significant 
and therefore removed from the model.

***
p < .001.

**
p < .01.

*
p < .05
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