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Relational Aggression

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Developmental Psychology; Social Psychology; Sociology

1. Core Definition and Taxonomy

Relational aggression (RA), often termed covert aggression or indirect aggression, refers to

behaviors specifically intended to harm another individual by manipulating or damaging their peer

relationships, social status, or sense of belonging within a group. Unlike overt aggression, which

involves direct physical confrontation or explicit verbal threats, relational aggression operates

through subtle, often secretive means, making it inherently challenging to detect and address by

authority figures. The fundamental goal of RA is the destruction or compromise of the victim's

social network, thereby inflicting psychological pain and isolation rather than direct physical injury.

The taxonomy of aggression distinguishes RA clearly from other forms. Overt aggression includes

behaviors like hitting, pushing, or name-calling, which are immediate and observable. Relational

aggression, conversely, involves actions such as spreading malicious rumors, initiating social

exclusion, withdrawing friendship as a punitive measure, or manipulating others into rejecting the

victim. These actions leverage the aggressor's understanding of social dynamics and the victim's

reliance on peer acceptance. Consequently, the harm inflicted is often psychological and

emotional, contributing significantly to long-term distress and mental health issues in the targeted

individual.

Although the original research concentrated on defining and documenting RA in childhood and

adolescence, subsequent studies confirm that this aggressive style persists across the lifespan,

manifesting in adult relationships, workplace environments, and even within intimate partnerships.

Its covert nature provides aggressors with a degree of plausible deniability, allowing them to exert

power and control while often escaping direct punitive consequences. The psychological

complexity of relational aggression lies in its capacity to exploit the innate human need for social

connection and acceptance, turning essential social structures into tools of harm.

2. Etymology and Key Theorists

The formal conceptualization of relational aggression is relatively recent, emerging primarily in the

early 1990s. While similar concepts existed previously under the umbrella of "indirect aggression,"

it was the pioneering work of developmental psychologists Nicki Crick and Karin Grotpeter that

established RA as a distinct and measurable construct. Their research, focusing on elementary

school children, provided the necessary psychometric tools to differentiate relational aggression

from overt aggression, challenging the existing view that aggression was primarily characterized by

physical acts.
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Crick and Grotpeter's foundational studies demonstrated that children who engaged in relational

aggression differed significantly from those who engaged in overt aggression in terms of social-

cognitive processing and popularity dynamics. They observed that relationally aggressive children

were often perceived as socially skilled and popular by their peers, suggesting that they used their

understanding of social hierarchies to execute their aggressive acts effectively. This finding was

crucial because it countered the stereotype that aggressive children were uniformly socially inept

or unpopular.

The historical development of the term highlighted the need to recognize that psychological harm

could be just as damaging as physical harm, particularly within the highly sensitive social ecology

of adolescence. The research spurred a major shift in the study of bullying and peer victimization,

forcing scholars and educators to look beyond easily observable physical threats and recognize

the pervasive nature of social manipulation. This work established the groundwork for thousands of

subsequent studies analyzing the etiology, prevalence, and outcomes associated with this specific

form of interpersonal conflict.

3. Manifestations and Key Characteristics

Relational aggression is characterized by a reliance on social currency and a sophisticated

understanding of group dynamics. The behaviors utilized are generally subtle, aimed at severing

the victim's existing bonds or preventing the formation of new, supportive relationships. The

primary characteristic of RA is its indirectness; the aggressor rarely confronts the victim face-to-

face about the underlying conflict, preferring instead to operate through third parties or by

managing the flow of social information.

Key manifestations of relational aggression include, but are not limited to: social exclusion, which

involves deliberately and ostentatiously ignoring an individual or preventing them from participating

in group activities; the dissemination of gossip and rumors, often involving the deliberate

distortion of facts or invention of falsehoods to damage the victim's reputation; and conditional

love or friendship, where the aggressor threatens to withdraw affection or acceptance unless the

victim complies with their demands. These behaviors all serve the ultimate purpose of reducing the

victim's perceived value within the peer group.

Furthermore, RA often involves the strategic use of alliances. Aggressors may recruit "henchmen"

or utilize existing social cliques to execute the aggressive acts, thereby distributing responsibility

and minimizing personal risk. This reliance on social leverage distinguishes RA from generalized

verbal abuse; it is not merely about saying hurtful things, but about weaponizing the aggressor's

existing social power to achieve a desired outcome, typically the subjugation or isolation of the

target.
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4. Measurement and Assessment

Measuring relational aggression presents unique methodological challenges due to its covert

nature. Unlike physical aggression, which can often be observed and documented, RA frequently

occurs outside the view of adults and requires specialized instruments for reliable assessment.

Early research relied heavily on three main assessment methodologies: peer nominations,

teacher reports, and self-reports.

Peer nomination scales are often considered the gold standard for measuring RA in children and

adolescents. In this method, participants are asked to nominate which of their classmates exhibits

certain relationally aggressive behaviors (e.g., "who spreads rumors?" or "who tells secrets?").

This methodology captures the perspective of the immediate social environment and tends to yield

higher reliability regarding the frequency and perpetrator of RA, particularly because peers are the

primary observers of these covert acts. However, peer reports can be influenced by popularity

biases or existing friendships.

Self-report questionnaires, such as the Adolescent Relational Aggression Questionnaire (ARAQ) or

the Peer Experiences Questionnaire (PEQ), ask individuals about their own frequency of engaging

in aggressive acts or their own level of victimization. While providing direct insight into the

individual's perspective, self-reports are susceptible to social desirability bias, where perpetrators

may underreport aggressive acts, or victims may overreport due to heightened sensitivity. Teacher

reports, conversely, often miss much of the RA behavior entirely, as the acts are specifically

designed to circumvent adult observation. Therefore, comprehensive assessment typically requires

the triangulation of data from multiple informants.

5. Differential Correlates and Gender Dynamics

One of the most widely discussed findings concerning relational aggression involves gender

dynamics. While the behavior is found in both sexes, RA has been consistently observed and

studied most extensively among adolescent girls. Initial studies suggested that RA was

predominantly a "female" form of aggression, contrasting with the presumed "male" propensity for

overt, physical aggression. This differential prevalence is often explained through social learning

theory and gender role adherence.

Societal norms frequently condemn overt physical violence in girls far more severely than in boys.

Consequently, girls may be socialized to internalize conflict and utilize less visible, socially

acceptable forms of aggression that minimize the risk of direct confrontation or punishment. Since

girls' socialization often emphasizes the importance of interpersonal relationships and social

competence, they may develop a greater proficiency in leveraging social bonds (friendships,

gossip) as tools for aggression. For boys, relational aggression also occurs, but it often serves a

different function or is less studied, with their conflicts more readily escalating into physical or

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=34620
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


Relational Aggression 5

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

overtly competitive acts.

Furthermore, research suggests that the relationship between relational aggression and social

status is complex and gender-specific. Relationally aggressive girls are often perceived as highly

popular and socially central, giving them the necessary platform to execute social manipulation

effectively. Conversely, boys who engage heavily in RA may be viewed as unpopular or socially

deviant, suggesting that the behavior may be more socially tolerable or even rewarding when

executed by girls within certain peer hierarchies. The debate continues regarding whether these

differences are strictly a matter of prevalence, or if the function and impact of RA simply differ

between genders.

6. Developmental Outcomes and Longitudinal Impact

The impact of relational aggression extends far beyond the immediate social conflict, contributing

to significant negative developmental outcomes for both victims and perpetrators. For the victim,

repeated exposure to RA is associated with severe psychological distress. Victims frequently

report feelings of intense social isolation, loneliness, and rejection, which can lead to internalized

problems such as chronic anxiety, clinical depression, and low self-esteem. Because the

aggression attacks their core social identity, victims often experience difficulties trusting future

relationships.

Interestingly, perpetrators of relational aggression also exhibit unique profiles of developmental

risk. While relationally aggressive individuals often display strong social skills (sometimes termed

"Machiavellian intelligence"), they also tend to demonstrate higher levels of externalizing

behaviors, including delinquency, substance abuse, and hostility, though typically less overtly than

their physically aggressive counterparts. A key concern is the stability of RA; research indicates

that children who use relational aggression often continue to employ similar manipulative and

controlling interpersonal tactics well into adulthood, affecting their professional and romantic

relationships.

The longitudinal impact underscores the importance of early intervention. RA can disrupt the

normative development of healthy peer relationships and ethical social problem-solving. Educators

and clinicians recognize that addressing RA requires focusing not just on punishment, but on

teaching perpetrators alternative conflict resolution skills and improving victims' resilience and

capacity to form supportive, protective friendships.

7. Theoretical Models and Explanations

Several psychological frameworks attempt to explain the motivation and execution of relational

aggression. The Social Information Processing (SIP) Theory, primarily developed by Kenneth

Dodge, provides a robust model. According to SIP theory, aggressive children process social cues
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and solve social dilemmas differently from non-aggressive children. Relationally aggressive

individuals may exhibit a bias toward interpreting ambiguous peer behavior as hostile or

threatening, prompting a retaliatory aggressive response, even if the response is indirect.

Furthermore, they may generate fewer prosocial solutions to conflict and evaluate aggressive

solutions (like social exclusion) as highly effective and easy to implement.

Another crucial framework is the Social-Ecological Model, which posits that aggression arises

from the complex interaction of individual factors (e.g., temperament, cognitive biases), family

factors (e.g., parenting styles, exposure to relationship conflict), peer group factors (e.g., norms

regarding aggression), and broader cultural factors (e.g., media portrayal of social conflict). This

model helps explain why RA is particularly salient in certain peer groups or school environments

where social power is highly valued and overt aggression is strictly prohibited.

Finally, the Attachment Theory perspective suggests that insecure attachment styles may

contribute to the development of RA. Children with inconsistent or emotionally unavailable primary

caregivers may develop manipulative relational strategies to ensure their needs are met, carrying

these patterns into peer relationships. They may use friendship withdrawal or conditional

acceptance as a means of controlling others, reflecting a defensive strategy rooted in early

experiences of relational uncertainty.

8. Debates and Methodological Criticisms

Despite the broad acceptance of relational aggression as a psychological construct, several

debates and methodological criticisms persist. A significant critique centers on the issue of gender

essentialism. Critics argue that over-emphasizing RA as a "female" phenomenon risks minimizing

its prevalence and impact among boys, leading to insufficient intervention programs for male

relational aggressors. Conversely, some argue that the focus on gender may lead researchers to

overlook the functional equivalence of aggression--that is, whether the intent (to harm) matters

more than the specific method (overt vs. relational).

A second criticism pertains to measurement convergence. Studies often show low correlations

between different types of informants (self-report, peer-report, teacher-report), suggesting that

what constitutes "relational aggression" is perceived differently depending on the source. Low

convergence complicates the diagnosis and study of RA, particularly when trying to determine

causality or measure the effectiveness of interventions. The covert nature of the behavior

inherently makes objective, external assessment difficult.

Finally, there is a debate regarding the clear distinction between proactive and reactive relational

aggression. Proactive RA is calculated and used to achieve a specific goal (e.g., gaining

popularity), while reactive RA is a defensive or retaliatory response to perceived provocation.

While the measurement tools often lump these types together, they may stem from different
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underlying motivations and psychological profiles, suggesting a need for more nuanced

assessment strategies.
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