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Abstract
Research suggests that well-liked adolescents are less likely to be victimized by peers whereas disliked adolescents are at an 
increased risk for bullying victimization. Yet, bidirectional relations between likeability and bullying victimization remain 
understudied, particularly in non-Western countries. The main objective of this study was to analyze the bidirectional associa-
tions between bullying victimization and likeability in a sample of Indian adolescents, using a multi-informant gender-based 
approach. The sample was composed of 1238 students, aged 11–16 (66.6% males), from nine schools in India. Two follow-
ups were carried out, spaced three-months apart, resulting in a sample of 1006 students (72% males) in the third wave of 
study. Two cross-lagged panel models (CLPM) were computed separately for self- and peer-reported bullying victimization, 
and multiple group analyses were used to examine gender differences. The results showed a complex longitudinal interplay 
between victimization and likeability, which differed between boys and girls. In boys, likeability and victimization were 
bidirectionally related over time, with slight differences between self- and peer-reports. Among girls, only two significant 
relations emerged, suggesting that peer victimization could lead to rejection, and having more friends could put girls at risk 
for future victimization. These findings indicate that bullying victimization is a complex phenomenon in which peer accept-
ance and rejection play a different role for boys and girls in the Indian context.
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Introduction

Bullying victimization is strongly connected to social well-
being and peer group likeability, especially during adoles-
cence. Certain factors, such as peer affection or number of 
friends, may prevent the involvement in bullying victimi-
zation, while others, like peer rejection, may increase the 
risk of being victimized (Longobardi et al., 2022; Pouwels 
et al., 2018). Nonetheless, these patterns of associations are 
complex, and some studies have suggested that likeability 
and victimization might be related in a cyclical manner, that 

is, being less liked or more disliked by peers would pre-
dict victimization but being victimized would also predict 
lower levels of likeability, including less peer acceptance 
and more peer rejection (e.g., Sentse et al., 2015). Most of 
these studies have been conducted in Western countries. 
India, the country with the largest youth population in the 
world, has few scientific publications about bullying vic-
timization. This is the more striking because findings from 
Western studies do not necessarily generalize to India. Thus, 
the goal of the current study is to analyze the bidirectional 
relations between bullying victimization and likeability in 
a longitudinal design among adolescents in India. We focus 
on three indicators of likeability, namely, the number of peer 
nominations of being liked (peer acceptance), the number 
of peer nominations of being disliked (peer rejection), and 
the number of peer nominations as a friend—which gives an 
indication of an adolescents’ social integration in the school 
context (Scholte et al., 2007).

Adolescence is a period of changes in which peer rela-
tionships and social status play an important role in the life 
of individuals. In this developmental stage, the need for peer 
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affection becomes key for adolescents’ wellbeing (Veenstra 
& Laninga-Wijnen, 2022). Peer affection refers to horizon-
tal relationships and includes being accepted, being liked, 
and the avoidance of being rejected (De Vries et al., 2021; 
McElhaney et al., 2008; Sijtsema et al., 2020). Apart from 
the promotion of social wellbeing, it has been suggested that 
peer acceptance may also discourage bullying victimization. 
Bullying is a subtype of aggression in which an individual or 
a group of individuals repeatedly attacks, humiliates, and/or 
excludes a weaker individual in a group, reflecting a power 
imbalance between the bully and the victim (Salmivalli, 
2010). With up to 30 percent of adolescents reporting vic-
timization at some point in their lives (Elgar et al., 2015) and 
relations with mental health problems (Moore et al., 2017), 
it is no surprise that bullying has been labeled a ‘significant 
public health problem’ (Hertz et al., 2013).

Past research suggests that students who are better liked 
among their peers are less likely to be chosen as victims by 
bullies because there is a larger risk of retaliation by class-
mates (e.g., Longobardi et al., 2022; Sentse et al., 2015). 
This idea has received support in several cross-sectional 
studies: being well liked by peers, referred to as peer accept-
ance, is negatively related to victimization (Casper et al., 
2020; Longobardi et al., 2022; Pellegrini & Long, 2002; 
Pouwels et al., 2018). Similarly, bidirectional associations 
between bullying victimization with low peer acceptance 
were found in longitudinal studies, although this pattern of 
relationships was inconsistent across studies. Some studies 
supported reciprocal associations between low peer accept-
ance and victimization over time (Sentse et  al., 2015), 
whereas others only found significant paths from peer vic-
timization to low peer acceptance (Kochel et al., 2012). 
Some authors have even hypothesized that well liked indi-
viduals are also at risk of bullying victimization because 
bullies might see them as potential “rivals” to attain status 
(Faris & Felmlee, 2014).

On the other hand, children who are rejected by their peers 
may be convenient victims for bullies because attacks on 
them are less likely to be punished by the peer group, rather 
attacks against rejected children may even seem justified 
(Pellegrini & Long, 2002; Sentse et al., 2015). Moreover, 
victims tend to lose sympathy over time. This may prevent 
others from establishing relationships with them, because 
these others may fear that building or maintaining positive 
relationships with victims might lead to a decline in their 
own social status (de Vries et al., 2021; Neal & Veenstra, 
2021). The results found in previous studies are in line 
with these hypotheses. Specifically, adolescents who were 
rejected by peers (i.e., those who received many disliked 
nominations) were at higher risk of bullying victimization 
(Casper et al., 2020; Longobardi et al., 2022; Pellegrini & 
Long, 2002; Pouwels et al., 2018). Furthermore, reciprocal 
associations between bullying victimization with high peer 

rejection were found in longitudinal studies, indicating that 
they reinforce each other over time (Sentse et al., 2015). 
However, in another study it was found that peer rejection no 
longer predicted victimization, and vice versa, when other 
individual variables were entered in the model (Krygsman 
& Vaillancourt, 2017).

The number of friends that adolescents have in their peer 
networks is a crucial aspect of their social development and 
represents a good indicator of social integration in the class-
room (Scholte et al., 2007). Friends are important sources of 
peer affection and belonging and contribute to maintaining 
social status (Sentse et al., 2013). Having a larger number of 
friends has been associated with higher levels of social sup-
port and peer acceptance (Gazelle et al., 2022). Conversely, 
having few or no friends can lead to feelings of social isola-
tion, rejection, and vulnerability to bullying victimization 
(Pedersen et al., 2007). It has been proposed that adoles-
cents that have at least one good friend are less likely to be 
victimized, but these relationships depend on other charac-
teristics such as likeability or reciprocity (de Vries et al., 
2021; Scholte et al., 2009). Most studies have analyzed these 
effects separately, making it difficult to disentangle their 
effects over and above other indicators of likeability. Thus, 
studying the longitudinal interplay between peer acceptance, 
peer rejection, number of friends, and victimization while 
accounting for the effects of the other likability indicators 
is warranted.

Though longitudinal relations between likeability indicators 
and victimization have been reported, research has yielded 
mixed results, especially when gender was included in the 
model. De Bruyn et al. (2010) found that high levels of peer 
acceptance were related to lower chances of victimization in 
boys, whereas in girls both peer acceptance and peer rejection 
were associated with higher scores in victimization. Gender 
differences were also found in longitudinal studies. Using 
cross-lagged panel models (CLPM), Sentse et al. (2015) found 
that peer rejection consistently predicted victimization in both 
genders but the reverse, that is, victimization predicting peer 
rejection, was only significant in girls. A possible explanation 
is that social status has different connotations in boys and 
girls, causing them to employ distinct strategies to achieve 
social recognition. In boys, toughness and aggressiveness 
are considered important and pragmatic social values, which 
may lead them to use physical aggression to directly assert 
or establish their social status (Donoghue & Raia-Hawrylak, 
2016; Espelage & Holt, 2001). In girls, appearance seems 
to be a more relevant factor and they are more likely to 
engage in relational aggression aimed at, more indirectly. 
damaging the victims’ reputation in order to achieve social 
status (Donoghue & Raia-Hawrylak, 2016; Espelage & Holt, 
2001; Volk et al., 2012). Peer rejection is a form of relational 
aggression which is implicit in bullying behaviors; therefore, 
this may explain why for girls, more clearly than for boys, 
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significant pathways have been found from victimization 
to peer rejection, because girls use more social aggression 
towards their peers than their counterparts (Donoghue & Raia-
Hawrylak, 2016). Thus, the damaged reputation of victims 
may cause classmates to no longer associate with the victims 
(Pouwels et al., 2018; Sentse et al., 2013). However, a recent 
meta-analysis did not find significant gender differences in 
relational aggression or victimization (Casper et al., 2020). 
Given these inconsistencies, further research is needed to 
examine gender differences in the relationship between 
likability and victimization, an association that the present 
study aims to further investigate among Indian adolescents.

Most of the studies about adolescents’ likeability and bul-
lying victimization have been conducted in Western coun-
tries (Thakkar et al., 2021; Wiertsema et al., 2023). More 
research in non-Western countries is needed to understand 
whether behavioral patterns observed in studies conducted 
in Western countries resemble those found in other cul-
tural contexts (Veenstra & Laninga-Wijnen, 2022). India, a 
country with the largest youth population in the world, has 
few scientific publications about bullying (Thakkar et al., 
2021), let alone investigations about bullying victimization 
and likeability. Moreover, given the unique socio-cultural 
context of India (Smith et al., 2018; Thakkar et al., 2021), 
findings from Western studies may not necessarily general-
ize to this context, thus warranting research in the Indian 
setting. The only relevant comparative study showed that 
cross-sectional associations between bullying participant 
roles and preference/affiliative status were cross-culturally 
similar between Indian and Western adolescents (Pronk 
et al., 2017). The study also found a cluster of negative asso-
ciations between preference and being victimized in both, 
Indian and Western, cohorts.

The Current Study

Despite the relevance of likeability in the explanation of 
bullying and victimization, the role of peer acceptance, peer 
rejection, and number of friends has barely been examined 
in India. The only study that included a sample of Indian 
adolescents employed a cross-sectional design, which does 
not allow to disentangle the interplay of the constructs over 
time (Pronk et al., 2017). The main objective of the current 
study is to examine bidirectional longitudinal associations 
between victimization and likeability (i.e., peer acceptance, 
peer rejection, and number of friends) in a sample of school-
going Indian adolescents. India, alongside a mammoth popu-
lation, also harbors a gamut of socio-cultural diversity that 
has been found to be associated with bullying behaviors. To 
illustrate, the caste-system in India is historically rooted, 
where distinct social identities between different caste 
groups such as the General caste (upper caste), scheduled 

caste and scheduled tribes, or Other backward classes (lower 
castes) have contributed to cultural discrimination, even 
among adolescents in India (Jaishankar, 2009). For bully-
ing behaviors, caste-based bullying between “upper” and 
“lower” castes have been reported, as also, religious bully-
ing among adolescents between Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs, 
and other sub-religions have been noted in past studies from 
India (Thakkar et al., 2021). Furthermore, socio-economic 
status (SES) has also been found to contribute to distinguish-
ing students who were involved in bullying behavior from 
those who were not. Thus, in the present study we exam-
ine associations controlling for the constructs of age, SES, 
religion, and caste to focus on long term bidirectionality 
between victimization and likeability, beyond these con-
structs. In addition, because of unclarity as to the role of 
gender in the relation between victimization and likeability, 
we examine gender differences in all models of the present 
study.

Previous studies have employed either self-reports (e.g., 
Longobardi et al., 2022; Sentse et al., 2015) or peer nomina-
tions (e.g., Pozzoli & Gini, 2021; Veenstra et al., 2010) to 
measure bullying victimization. Both measures have advan-
tages and shortcomings and, in general, studies that have 
directly compared them report low to moderate correspond-
ence (Branson & Cornell, 2009). Therefore, a combination 
of both might be valuable in investigating victimization 
(Guy et al., 2019) and further substantiates the validity of 
the construct being measured (Salmivalli et al., 1996). Thus, 
the current study aims at analyzing the longitudinal interplay 
between bullying victimization and likeability from a multi-
informant perspective and considering gender differences, 
using both self-reports and peer nominations.

Based on previous research, we expect to find concurrent 
and bidirectional longitudinal relations between bullying 
victimization and likeability. Studies about gender differ-
ences in relations between bullying victimization and like-
ability have been inconclusive, but based on a study by De 
Bruyn et al. (2010), we expect to find higher scores in bul-
lying victimization in boys as well as gender differences in 
the relations between likeability and victimization over time.

Method

Participants and Procedure

The Institutional Review Board of the Institute of Educa-
tion and Child Studies at Leiden University approved of the 
study. Data were collected from nine schools located in and 
around the city of Indore in central India. The data were col-
lected at three timepoints, spaced three months apart, during 
the 2015–2016 school year. A total of 1238 students (grades 
7 to 9; aged 11–16 years, Mage = 13.01, SD = 1.15) were 
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included in the analyses (1120 at T1—296 girls, 824 boys; 
1036 at T2—274 girls, 762 boys; and 1006 at T3—282 girls, 
724 boys). Students completed the questionnaire in India’s 
national language, Hindi (N = 497, 40%), or English (N = 741, 
60%), depending on the formal language of instruction at the 
participating schools. Of the nine participating schools, three 
were public schools (i.e., funded and run by the government) 
whereas six were private schools (privately owned by non-
government organizations). Eight schools were co-ed schools, 
which means mixed boys and girls’ schools, whereas one 
school was an all-boys school.

The initial sample consisted of 1908 students from ten 
schools, between the ages of 11 and 16 years, from grades 7, 
8, and 9. However, disruptions in classroom due to large class 
sizes with sometimes over 50 students sitting closely together, 
combined with laxed disciplinary structures in classrooms 
have long been identified to complicate data collection pro-
cesses in India (Thakkar et al., 2021). The current study is also 
affected by this, and, therefore, some exclusions in data were 
made in order to maintain a sample that met global research 
standards. From the all-boys school 143 students at T2 were 
excluded from data collection, due to classroom disruptions 
and laxed discipline. From grade 7 of one school, 185 students 
had received two sets of questionnaires during data collection 
at T1, one in English and the second in Hindi the next day, 
because the students found the English questionnaires dif-
ficult to follow on Day 1 despite the medium of instruction 
for that school being English, thus excluding these students 
from final analyses. One of the ten participating schools chose 
to drop out in Wave 3 because of undisclosed reasons, and 
thus, all students (337) from that school were excluded from 
the analyses. Five students were excluded due to incomplete 
data on their grade. Consequently, the final sample consisted 
of 1238 students from nine schools. Beyond the abovemen-
tioned exclusions, students that opted out of the research or 
were absent during data collection (118 at T1, 202 at T2, and 
232 at T3) were marked as missing in analyses. The analysis 
of differences between adolescents that dropped out of the 
study and those who remained showed that adolescents who 
dropped out were less accepted at T1 (F = 3.42, p < .001), T2 
(F = 55.20, p < .001), and T3 (F = 89.72, p < .001); had lower 
number of friends at T1 (F = 36.84, p < .001), T2 (F = 5.50, 
p < .001), and T3 (F = 9.43, p < .001); and had higher scores in 
self-reported victimization at T1 (F = 6.82, p < .01). Addition-
ally, adolescents who remained in the study scored higher in 
peer-reported victimization (F = 5.62, p < .05).

Instruments

Likeability: Peer Acceptance, Rejection, and Friendships

Peer acceptance and rejection in the present study were 
measured through the sociometric classification model 

that employs a binomial probability theory (Newcomb & 
Bukowski, 1983). The model suggests that peer acceptance 
and rejection are defined as the number of most liked and 
most disliked nominations that each student receives in a 
classroom. Furthermore, past meta-analytic data has estab-
lished not only a clear and convincing explanation for popular 
children’s receipt of peer nominations as most liked peers but 
also as nominations of best friend (Bukowski & Hoza, 1989). 
In line with this, the present study provided all students with a 
sheet asking each to list five peers in the classroom who they 
liked, who they disliked, and who they thought of as their 
friends. The raw scores for each metric were standardized 
for grade strength summing up the number of nominations 
received by each student and dividing it by the total num-
ber of students in the class, as validated through past studies  
(Newcomb et al., 1993; Veenstra et al., 2010).

Self‑Reported Victimization

The victimization subscale of the Illinois Bully–Fight–Victim 
Scale (Espelage & Holt, 2001) was used at T1, T2, and T3, to 
assess self-reported victimization. The scale has been found 
valid and reliable (Espelage et al., 2003). The victimization 
scale consists of four items that measure the experience of 
victimization from peers. The four questions of the scale are 
“Other students made fun of me,” “Other students called me 
names,” “I got hit and pushed by other students,” and “Other 
students teased me.” Response options for the scales are never 
(1), 1 or 2 times (2), 3 or 4 times (3), 5 or 6 times (4), and 7 
or more times (5) in the past 30 days. In the present study, 
Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was found to be .81 at T1, .84 
at T2, and .85 at T3 for the English questionnaires and .88 
at T1, .90 at T2, and .92 at T3 for the Hindi questionnaires.

Peer‑Reported Victimization

All students in the classroom were given a sheet of paper that 
described bullying behavior in a few words (teasing, fight-
ing, excluding, name-calling, etc.). At each of the timepoints 
T1, T2, and T3, students received a list of their classmates 
and were asked to nominate (circle names of) classmates 
who had been victims of bullying. There was no limit on the 
number of victims that could be nominated. Past research 
has shown that dyadic nominations of bully and victim status 
by peers within a classroom are a reliable and valid way to 
measure bullying, and this has been demonstrated in both 
international studies (Malamut et al., 2020; Veenstra et al., 
2007) as well as in the Indian setting (Thakkar et al., 2020). 
A total score was calculated based on the number of times 
an individual was marked as a victim by their classmates. 
This total score was converted into proportions by dividing 
it by the number of students in the class, as suggested and 
done in previous studies (Veenstra et al., 2007).
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Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics, gender differences, and zero-order cor-
relations among all the study variables were first examined in 
SPSS v28. Gender differences between study variables were 
explored using independent t-test. To investigate the longitu-
dinal associations between likeability (i.e., peer acceptance, 
peer rejection, and number of friends) and victimization, two  
CLPMs were conducted separately for self- and peer- 
reported victimization, controlling for age, religion, caste, 
and SES. The CLPMs were used to investigate whether (1) 
peer acceptance, peer rejection, and number of friends pre-
dict bullying victimization; (2) victimization predicts peer 
acceptance, peer rejection, and number of friends; and (3) 
likeability and victimization predict each other over time. 
A conceptual model is displayed in Fig.  1. CLPM was 
used because it allows testing for the prospective effects 
of one or more predictors at a specific time point on one 
or more outcomes at a subsequent time point (i.e., cross- 
lagged effects) controlling for the stability of the constructs 
(i.e., autoregressive effects) (Orth et al., 2021).

Multiple group models were computed to analyze poten-
tial gender differences in associations between likeability 
and victimization over time. In both cases (i.e., CLPM 
including self-report victimization and CLPM including 
peer-reported victimization), two models were computed: 
1) an unconstrained model in which all path coefficients 
were freely estimated and 2) a model in which all path coef-
ficients were constrained to be equal across genders. A 
significant χ2 test would indicate superior model fit in the 
unconstrained model indicating differences between boys 
and girls. CLPMs were computed in Mplus 7.4 (Muthén 
& Muthén, 2011) using full information maximum likeli-
hood (FIML) as estimator to handle missing data. Several 
fit indices were used to evaluate model fit in addition to Chi-
square statistic: the root mean-square error of approximation 
(RMSEA), standardized root mean residual (SRMR), the 
comparative fit index (CFI), and the Tucker–Lewis index 
(TLI). According to Hu and Bentler (1999), RMSEA and 
SRMR values lower or equal to .06, and TLI and CFI values 
of .95 or higher are indicative of good model fit.

Peer acceptance

T1

Peer rejection

T1

Victimization

T1

Peer acceptance

T2

Peer rejection

T2

Victimization

T2

Peer acceptance

T3

Peer rejection

T3

Victimization

T3

Number of friends

T1

Number of friends

T2

Number of friends

T3

Fig. 1   Conceptual cross-lagged panel model for the longitudinal 
associations between likeability and victimization. The model also 
included cross-sectional correlations between all the measures at each 

time point of measurement. For clarity, cross-sectional correlations 
are not displayed in the figure
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Results

Descriptive Statistics and Gender Differences

Descriptive statistics and gender differences are presented 
in Table 1. Overall, boys obtained higher scores than girls in 
most of the variables, except for peer acceptance at T2 and 
T3 and number of friends at T3. Regarding victimization, 
significant gender differences were found in self-reported 
victimization at the three time points and in peer-reported 
victimization at T2. In all cases, boys scored significantly 
higher than girls. A similar pattern of results was found for 
peer rejection, with boys scoring significantly higher than 
girls across time. The results of peer acceptance and number 
of friends were much more inconsistent. Boys scored higher 
than girls in peer acceptance at T1, whereas girls scored 
higher than boys at T2 and T3, although differences were 
significant only at T3. When looking at the results of number 
of friends, significant gender differences were observed at 
T1 and T3. At T1, a larger number of friends were found 
in boys whilst girls declared having more friends than did 
boys at T3.

Zero‑Order Correlations Among All Variables 
of the Study

The results of the zero-order correlations among all the vari-
ables of the study are displayed separately for boys and girls 
in Table 2. As expected, victimization showed high stabil-
ity over time in both genders, with significant correlations 

both concurrently and longitudinally. This result held for 
measures of self-reported victimization and peer-reported 
victimization independently. However, when looking at the 
inter-correlations between self- and peer-reported victimiza-
tion, the pattern of associations was not so clear, and some 
gender differences emerged. Cross-sectional correlations 
indicated that self-reported and peer-reported victimization 
were associated with each other across all assessment points 
in boys, but only at T1 and T2 in girls. Longitudinal zero-
order correlations suggested that only self-reported victimi-
zation at T1 was associated with peer-reported victimization 
across time in both genders. In girls, peer-reported victimi-
zation at T2 was also related to self-reported victimization 
at T3. In boys, peer-reported victimization at T1 correlated 
with self-reported victimization at T2, which correlated with 
peer-reported victimization at T3.

The pattern of correlations found between victimiza-
tion and likeability also differed in girls and boys. In girls, 
significant positive cross-sectional correlations were found 
between peer-reported victimization and peer acceptance at 
T2 and between both self-reported and peer-reported vic-
timization and peer rejection at T3. Only one longitudinal 
significant association was found for girls between peer 
rejection at T1 and peer-reported victimization at T3. In 
boys, a few significant correlations were found at the cross-
sectional level. At T1, peer-reported victimization was posi-
tively related to peer acceptance, peer rejection, and number 
of friends; at T2, self-reported victimization was negatively 
associated with number of friends; and at T3, self-reported 
victimization was negatively correlated with peer acceptance 

Table 1   Descriptive statistics 
and gender differences in all the 
study variables

Self-reported vict. self-reported victimization, Peer-reported vict. peer-reported victimization
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Range Total sample
M (SD)

Girls
M (SD)

Boys
M (SD)

t

Self-reported vict. T1 1–5 2.13 (1.10) 1.73 (.84) 2.28 (1.15) −8.57***
Self-reported vict. T2 1–5 2.16 (1.13) 1.74 (.88) 2.34 (1.19) −8.46***
Self-reported vict. T3 1–5 2.18 (1.13) 1.81 (1.00) 2.33 (1.15) −6.79***
Peer-reported vict. T1 0–94 16.49 (13.97) 16.21 (14.14) 17.08 (14.13) −.91
Peer-reported vict. T2 0–80 28.89 (19.11) 24.31 (18.15) 31.04 (18.95) −5.42***
Peer-reported vict. T3 0–89 26.72 (15.93) 26.01 (17.76) 27.62 (15.24) −1.14
Peer acceptance T1 0–20 4.03 (2.71) 4.02 (2.24) 4.20 (2.85) −1.13
Peer acceptance T2 0–24 3.80 (2.66) 3.89 (2.12) 3.79 (2.82) .65
Peer acceptance T3 0–15 3.68 (2.66) 4.03 (2.44) 3.56 (2.73) 2.76**
Peer rejection T1 0–29 3.17 (3.74) 2.08 (2.39) 3.65 (4.05) −7.97***
Peer rejection T2 0–28 3.01 (3.46) 1.98 (2.13) 3.35 (3.75) −7.61***
Peer rejection T3 0–22 2.92 (3.37) 2.11 (2.47) 3.20 (3.58) −5.70***
Number of friends T1 0–18 3.91 (2.66) 3.71 (2.23) 4.16 (2.76) −2.80**
Number of friends T2 0–20 3.78 (2.48) 3.76 (2.04) 3.79 (2.59) −.18
Number of friends T3 0–15 3.56 (2.46) 3.77 (2.22) 3.49 (2.54) 1.75*
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and positively correlated with peer rejection. Longitudinal 
correlations in boys showed negative relationships between 
self-reported victimization at T1 and peer acceptance at T2 
and T3, as well as with number of friends at T3. In line with 
this, self-reported victimization at T2 was negatively asso-
ciated with peer acceptance at T3 and vice versa. Moreo-
ver, peer rejection at T1 was positively related to both self-
reported and peer-reported victimization at T2.

Cross‑Lagged Panel Models (CLPM) Including 
Likeability and Victimization

In order to disentangle the bidirectional associations between 
likeability and victimization over time, two CLPM were 
computed separately for self-reported and peer-reported vic-
timization, controlling for age, religion, caste, and SES. The 
results of the CLPMs are displayed in Table 3. The initial 
CLPM which included self-reported victimization showed 
a poor model fit (χ2 (16) = 141.87, RMSEA = .08 (CI .07, 
.09), SRMR = .02, CFI = .98; TLI = .86). The modification 
indices indicated that the specification of three parameters in 
the model would improve the model fit (i.e., peer acceptance 
at T2 ON peer acceptance at T3, correlations of residuals 
of victimization at T1 and T3, and peer rejection at T2 ON 
peer rejection at T3), so they were included leading to a 
good model fit (χ2 (13) = 14.63, RMSEA = .01 (CI .00, .03), 
SRMR = .00, CFI = 1.00; TLI = 1.00). All autoregressive 
paths were significant, except for number of friends from 
T2 to T3. Regarding longitudinal associations, self-reported 
victimization predicted lower levels of peer acceptance over 
time and higher levels of peer rejection predicted victimiza-
tion, both from T1 to T2 and from T2 to T3.

The CLPM which included peer-reported victimization 
showed a poor model fit (χ2 (16) = 211.82, RMSEA = .10 
(CI .09, .11), SRMR = .03, CFI = .97; TLI = .79). The modi-
fication indices suggested that the model fit would improve 
after the inclusion of three new parameters in the model (i.e., 
victimization at T2 ON victimization at T3, peer acceptance 
at T2 ON peer acceptance at T3, and peer rejection at T2 
ON peer rejection at T3). The inclusion of these parameters 
led to an increase in all fit indices, reaching an adequate 
model fit (χ2 (13) = 17.85, RMSEA = .02 (CI .00, .04), 
SRMR = .01, CFI = 1.00; TLI = .99). As in the self-reported 
CLPM, all autoregressive paths were significant, except for 
number of friends in T2 and T3. Regarding the cross-lagged 
effects, only three paths were significant. Specifically, vic-
timization at T1 predicted lower number of friends at T2 
and the latter predicted victimization at T3. Moreover, peer 
rejection at T1 predicted higher levels of victimization at T2.

Multiple Group Models Analyzing 
Gender Differences Between Likeability 
and Victimization

To examine whether the associations between likeability 
and victimization differed between boys and girls, multiple 
group analyses were conducted. For the CLPM including 
self-reported victimization, the unconstrained model fit the 
data better than the constrained model (Chi-square differ-
ence = 162.87, df = 121, p < .001), suggesting that the asso-
ciations between likeability and self-reported victimization 
were significantly different in boys and girls. The results 
of the freely estimated model are presented in Table 3. 
All autoregressive paths, with the exception of number of 
friends from T2 to T3, were significant for boys and girls. In 
girls, only one cross-lagged effect was significant, showing 
a positive association between number of friends at T1 and 
victimization at T2. In boys, victimization predicted lower 
levels of peer acceptance from T1 to T2 and from T2 to T3. 
Moreover, peer rejection at T2 predicted higher levels of 
victimization at T3.

For the CLPM including peer-reported victimization, the 
unconstrained model also fit the data better that the con-
strained model (Chi-square difference = 218.36, df = 121, 
p < .001), indicating that the pattern of relationships when 
victimization was reported by peers differed between boys 
and girls. Similar to previous models, all autoregressive 
paths were significant for both genders, except for the path 
from number of friends at T2 to number of friends at T3. 
In the sample of girls, only a significant cross-lagged effect 
from victimization at T2 to peer rejection at T3 was found. 
In the sample of boys, victimization at T1 predicted a higher 
number of friends at T2, victimization at T2 predicted lower 
levels of peer rejection at T3, and number of friends at T2 
was negatively associated with victimization at T3.

Discussion

The current study analyzes bidirectional relations between 
bullying victimization and likeability in a sample of Indian 
adolescents. We used both peer-reports and self-reports and 
analyzed boys and girls separately. As expected, both vic-
timization and likeability, especially peer acceptance and 
peer rejection, showed high stability over time. Furthermore, 
and similar to Sentse et al. (2015), our results show that the 
longitudinal interplay between bullying victimization and 
likeability is complex. It differs over time, per aspect of like-
ability, and is different for boys and girls.
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The first hypothesis stating that concurrent and bidirec-
tional longitudinal relations between bullying victimization 
and likeability were expected was partially confirmed. Most 
of the significant associations were in the expected direc-
tion, that is, bullying victimization was negatively associated 
with peer acceptance and number of friends and positively 
associated with peer rejection. However, the pattern was 
inconsistent and differed between boys and girls. Regarding 
peer acceptance, the results showed that girls were, gener-
ally, more accepted by peers. At a cross-sectional level, only 
one significant correlation was found in girls, showing that 
peer acceptance was positively related to peer-reported vic-
timization at T2. This result was unexpected because nega-
tive associations between peer acceptance and victimiza-
tion were hypothesized. Research suggests that well-liked 
individuals are at a lower risk of being targeted as victims 
because there is a higher risk of retaliation by peers (e.g., 
Longobardi et al., 2022; Sentse et al., 2015). However, the 
positive association found between peer acceptance and 
bullying victimization for girls is in line with the hypoth-
esis of Faris and Felmlee (2014), who proposed that better 
liked individuals can be seen as potential “rivals” to bullies, 
increasing the risk of victimization. This positive associa-
tion was also found in the sample of boys at T1. Regardless 
of this unexpected result, most of the correlations between 
peer acceptance and victimization were negative in boys, 
as we hypothesized. At a longitudinal level, we only found 
significant associations in the sample of boys. Specifically, 
self-reported victimization consistently predicted lower lev-
els of peer acceptance, but not the reverse. This could be 
because toughness and aggression are important values for 
boys; victimization could threaten their ability to achieve 
these social values and prevent others from forming close 
relationships with those who are not perceived as “tough” or 
“aggressive” (Donoghue & Raia-Hawrylak, 2016; Espelage 
& Holt, 2001).

Regarding peer rejection, the results partially supported  
our hypothesis. A few significant and positive corre-
lations with victimization were found at a cross-sectional  
level, for both boys and girls. Our findings evidenced  
distinct patterns of longitudinal associations between peer 
rejection and victimization among boys and girls. Specifi-
cally, we found that peer-reported bullying victimization 
predicted higher peer rejection in girls. This result is in line 
with the study of Sentse et al. (2015), who also found pro-
spective associations from victimization to peer rejection 
only among girls, whereas likeability and bullying victimi-
zation were bidirectionally related among boys. With the 
self-reports of boys, we found that higher peer rejection was 
related to higher future bullying victimization, but with the 
peer-reports we found that bullying victimization was related 
to lower peer rejection. This discrepancy could be due to 
several factors such as informant bias or changes in social 

status over time. Self-reports may provide inaccurate infor-
mation about victimization because some adolescents may  
feel embarrassment or fear when reporting these behaviors, or 
they may be unaware of such behaviors, and, therefore, they  
could underestimate the phenomenon, whereas others might 
attribute hostile intentions to classmates and overreport vic-
timization. Peer-reports are valuable, but they also have limi-
tations, such as the dependence on the saliency of behaviors, that  
is, only severe behaviors are visible to other students (Card &  
Hodges, 2008). However, it may also be that being bullied  
may initially lead to lower peer status, but over time the 
victim may become more accepted by their peers.

We only found relations between friendship and bully-
ing victimization with the peer reports. At T1, bullying vic-
timization predicted fewer friends at T2, and fewer friends 
at T2 predicted higher bullying victimization at T3. These 
results most resemble a cyclical relation between bullying 
and likeability (Pozzoli & Gini, 2021; Sentse et al., 2015). 
Among girls, we found fewer significant relations than 
among boys. In the self-reported data, we found a positive 
relation between the number of friends and future bullying 
victimization; however, more friends predicted higher vic-
timization in the future. This result seems in line with the 
suggestion by Faris and Felmlee (2014) that bullies can see 
popular children as rivals. This notion is also mentioned in 
the evolutionary theory of bullying, where it is suggested 
that bullying may be directed towards girls with whom the 
bullies are competing—a form of intrasexual competition 
(Volk et al., 2012).

Thus, overall, it seems that likeability has a stronger 
effect in boys, as it was found in a previous study (De Bruyn 
et al., 2010). Contextualizing this finding to the Indian set-
ting, it could be that gender–role expectations of mascu-
linity and femininity in India partially explain the present 
findings. For boys, overt aggressive behavior is accepted 
to be consistent with traditional gender-role expectations 
of masculinity in India (Khatri & Kupersmidt, 2003).  
Though speculative at this point, it could be that if among 
Indian boys aggression is normative, they might be more 
prone to reject other boys who cannot protect themselves, 
and be more willing to use aggression as a tool than girls, 
potentially explaining why there were more significant path-
ways for boys.

In the present study, we found more non-significant path-
ways than significant pathways, and results were not consist-
ent between self- and peer-reports, nor across timepoints. 
Furthermore, though we found significant relations using 
both peer-reports and self-reports, it is important to note that 
effect sizes tended to be small. Therefore, among Indian ado-
lescents, we emphasize caution against overgeneralizations. 
Though it could be true that girls with more friends become 
victims, or that victimized boys enter a downward spiral 
between bullying victimization and likeability, this seems 
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not to happen by definition. What explains the inconsisten-
cies? We would argue that the inconsistent results concern-
ing likeability and bullying victimization in our study, but 
also in other studies (Sentse et al., 2015) closely match a 
description of bullying as a complex dynamic system (Van 
Geert, 2011): a system of many interacting components, 
where the interacting components also change each other’s 
properties. Complex dynamic systems are characterized 
by both orderliness and randomness (Van Geert, 2011), 
which is seemingly reflected in our analyses because for 
some timepoints; our theory and research inspired notions 
(transactional model and competition) are supported, and 
for other timepoints, they are not. Nevertheless, our results 
indicate that gender plays an important role in the expla-
nation of likeability and victimization. Prior studies using 
social network analysis suggested that likeability and vic-
timization normally occur in same-gender individuals, for 
instance, boys are more accepted but also more rejected by 
boys and tend to bully same-gender classmates (Veenstra 
et al., 2010); but other participant bullying roles, such as 
followers or defenders are more popular among other-gender 
peers (Pouwels, van Noorden et al., 2018). Likewise, adoles-
cents tend to prefer to be together with others with similar 
status in the group (Sentse et al., 2014). All these factors and 
interactions increase the complexity of the group processes 
and should be considered in future studies to understand 
the longitudinal interplay between likeability and bullying 
victimization.

Even though we used a strong design with multiple 
measurements and both peer and self-reports of bullying 
victimization, some limitations should be kept in mind when 
interpreting the results of our study. First, our longitudinal 
design was limited to one year and three waves. Though 
technically enough to fit a cross-lagged model, it is pos-
sible that certain processes between bullying victimization 
and likeability only become visible when more waves are 
included, or when adolescents are followed for a longer 
period of time. Second, we already referred to complex 
dynamic systems, and then it is likely that we missed fac-
tors that may explain why relations between bullying and 
likeability appear at some timepoints, but not at others. A 
possible important but overlooked factor could be teacher 
behavior (see for example Burger et al., 2022). Lastly, a limi-
tation related particularly to research in India is sometimes 
large and rowdy classrooms, high absenteeism, and rela-
tively high dropout rates. We believe that these factors can-
not be avoided when doing field research in India, especially 
when also including children with a lower SES in the sample 
(see also Thakkar et al., 2020) and thus maintain maximum 
transparency in the data collection process and analysis of 
the present study to clarify attrition and exclusion choices. 
In conclusion, among adolescents in India, we found some 
indication that bullying victimization and likeability could 

be related in a transactional model and that a high number of 
friends may put girls at a higher risk of bullying. However, 
these relations were neither very strong nor consistent across 
timepoints and likeability variables. This further emphasizes 
that in India, like in Western countries, bullying is a complex 
phenomenon, and we should be wary of overgeneralizing or 
oversimplifying the underlying processes.

Implications for Research and Practice

Most research on bullying has been conducted in Western 
countries; however, peer interaction processes might not nec-
essarily resemble those in non-Western countries (Thakkar 
et al., 2021). Indeed, social behaviors involved in peer group 
interactions, such as social preference or likeability, seem 
to be highly susceptible to cultural variability (Veenstra & 
Laninga-Wijnen, 2022). To our knowledge, only one study 
has analyzed the role of peer status in Indian adolescents, but 
the cross-sectional design prevented the analysis of the lon-
gitudinal interplay among constructs over time (Pronk et al., 
2017). Thus, the current study contributes to understand how 
likeability and victimization evolve and reinforce each other 
over time in a collectivistic culture such as India. Specifi-
cally, we found that victimization, peer acceptance, and peer 
rejection are relatively stable over time, which highlights the 
need of school interventions to target the problem as early as 
possible. Even though we did not find a consistent longitu-
dinal pattern of bidirectional associations, it seems that vic-
timization and likeability are related to some extent, which 
warrants more attention in future studies. Despite using lon-
gitudinal data to disentangle the bidirectional associations 
between likeability and victimization, several factors and 
interactions were not considered in the current study. Future 
studies should assess the complexity of bullying processes, 
including the impact of social status and gender on different 
participant bullying roles, as well as other factors related to 
teacher–student relationships or the school environment that 
might influence social behaviors.

Our findings have theoretical and practical implications. 
Regarding theoretical implications, the results shed light not 
only on the mechanisms underlying bullying victimization 
but also how they differentially impact social behaviors in 
boys and girls. This leads to relevant practical implications. 
Many researchers concur that antibullying programs do not 
produce large reductions in bullying in adolescents because 
bullying rewards individuals with more peer social status 
(Garandeau & Lansu, 2019; Volk et al., 2012). Understand-
ing the impact of peer acceptance and rejection on bullying 
processes and how they may differ between girls and boys 
will contribute to identify individuals at risk of victimiza-
tion and may make teachers more aware of the relevance of 
implementing activities that encourage peer support. Pre-
vious studies suggest that positive peer interactions might 
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reduce the risk of bullying victimization and increase psy-
chological wellbeing (Halliday et al., 2022). Thus, future 
research must focus on designing school interventions 
that tackle peer status-related factors using a gender-based 
approach in order to increase the effectivity of intervention 
packages.
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