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their classroom or grade. In perceived popularity, students nominate peers who are the most 
popular or “cool” and those who are the least popular or “cool.” Both sociometric and per-
ceived popularity include characteristics of positive behavior, such as being cooperative and/
or displaying socially appropriate behaviors. Unlike individuals with sociometric popular-
ity, those with perceived popularity sometimes receive high numbers of nominations both 
for being liked and for being disliked—meaning that their popularity is controversial. The 
main difference between the two types of popularity, however, appears to be whether these 
peer status positions include displays of aggression. Sociometric popularity is not related to 
aggressive behaviors, whereas individuals with high levels of perceived popularity are likely to 
show higher levels of overt or relational aggression (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2002; Ojanen & 
Findley-Van Nostrand, 2014; Puckett, Aikins, & Cillessen, 2008). However, relational aggres-
sion appears to play a more important role in peer status than does overt aggression, and more 
so with girls’ perceived popularity than with that of boys. Relational aggression can be used 
to obtain or maintain high peer status, which is more likely to occur following the transi-
tion from elementary school to middle school (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2002; Li & Wright, 
2012). Middle school students with advanced social skills may be more effective in delivering 
threats of friendship withdrawal, excluding others from the peer group, or orchestrating rumor 
spreading (Adler & Adler, 1998; Dijkstra, Lindenberg, Verhulst, Ormel, & Vennstra, 2009; 
Xie, Cairns, & Cairns, 2005).

REJECTED
Not all individuals who display relational or overt aggression are perceived as popular (Rose et al., 
2004; Vaillancourt & Hymel, 2006). Individuals who display aggressive behaviors but do not dis-
play the positive behaviors of cooperation and social skills typically are considered rejected youth 
(Zimmer-Genbeck et al., 2013). Rejected youth tend to be less well-liked by peers, including those 
within their own peer clique, and are members of smaller peer cliques (Bagwell, Coie, Terry, &  
Lochman, 2000). In addition, violence may beget violence in rejected students. For example, 
rejection status and the use of relational aggression are related to increases in relational aggression 
for girls. Similarly, rejection and overt aggression are related to increases in overt aggression for 
both boys and girls (Werner & Crick, 2004). Many consider a pattern of aggressive and coercive 
behavior over time to be bullying. Yet being the victim of aggression also may lead to higher levels 
of aggression, meaning victims of aggression may themselves become aggressive. For example, 
one study of African American eighth graders found that students who were the victims of overt 
or relational aggression by their peers also were more likely to be aggressive themselves (Sullivan, 
Farrell, & Kliewer, 2006). Unfortunately, students with mild disabilities may be more likely to be 
perceived as bullies and victims as compared with general education students who are more likely 
than gifted students to be perceived as bullies or victims (Estell et al., 2009).

Gender and Aggression. During middle school, boys are more likely to use overt aggression, and girls are more likely to use 
relational aggression.

Bullying: See Module 17
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