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The paper examines whether unpopularity and disliking among peers are partially distinct dimensions of
adolescents' negative social experience.We recruited 418 students (187 boys, 231 girls,M=12.12 years, SD=
4.33) from an urban junior high school. These early adolescents completed a peer nomination inventory
assessing aspects of their social relationships with peers (i.e., popularity, liking, unpopularity and disliking),
reciprocated friendships and behavioral reputations with peers (i.e., relationally and overtly aggressive,
relationally and overtly victimized, withdrawn and prosocial). The participants also completed self-report
inventories assessing their feelings of loneliness and peer victimization. In addition, academic performance
datawas obtained directly from school records. Hierarchical regression analyses showed that unpopularity and
disliking among peerswere associatedwith different behaviors. Unpopularity was also associatedwith reports
of loneliness, relational victimization and low numbers of reciprocated friends, whereas disliking was
associated with low academic performance. These results highlight the importance of multidimensional
conceptualizations of negative social experiences in early adolescence and the differential risks associatedwith
unpopularity and disliking among peers.

© 2011 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Although much recent attention has been directed toward
distinguishing between multiple forms of high peer regard (i.e.,
popularity and acceptance; LaFontana & Cillessen, 2002; Meijs,
Cillessen, Scholte, Segers, & Spijkerman, 2010; Rose, Swenson, &
Waller, 2004), researchers have yet to fully tease apart the dimensions
of low regard among peers. The primary goal of this study was to
further understanding of the dynamics of early adolescent peer
groups by attempting to differentiate two aspects of negative social
experience in the peer group—unpopularity and disliking (social
rejection) by peers.

It is fairly well established in the literature on adolescent peer
relations that acceptance and popularity among peers are distinct
constructs (Cillessen & Marks, 2011 review this literature). Accep-
tance is generally operationalized as an indicator of likability or
positive regard from peers (Coie & Dodge, 1983; Coie, Dodge, &
Coppotelli, 1982). It is a dyadic construct and reflects students'
personal appraisals of their interactions with individual peers. In
contrast, popularity is a shared recognition among peers or a group's
consensus that a particular youth has achieved prestige, visibility, or

high social status (Adler, Kless, & Adler, 1992). Popularity is not
viewed as an indicator of liking by peers but rather is seen as a
reputational construct involving power and status in the group
(Lease, Kennedy, & Axelrod, 2002; Xie, Cairns, & Cairns, 1999). As
Cillessen and Marks (2011) explain “… popularity is conceptually
closer to the traditional sociometric dimension of social impact… the
sum of ‘like-most’ and ‘liked-least’ nominations received, which is
also an indicator of how socially visible someone is in a group,
irrespective of the valence of the behavior that attracts others'
attention.” (pp. 28–29). The dominant analytic approach in this
literature has been to compare the attributes associated with
acceptance, calculate as standardized “like most” minus “like least”
nominations, and popularity, calculated as standardized “most
popular” minus “least popular” nominations. The rationale for
calculating popularity in this way is that the composite popularity
score is comparable to the acceptance score.

One byproduct of the existing analytic strategy is that unpopular-
ity is not typically treated as a separate dimension of peer status. As a
result we “… do not yet know [fully] the implications of including
unpopularity as a separate status measure…” (Cillessen & Marks,
2011). Indeed, only a few studies have included unpopularity as a
separate construct from popularity and acceptance (Lease, Musgrove,
& Axelrod, 2002; Xie, Li, Boucher, Hutchins, & Cairns, 2006). What we
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are proposing, therefore, is that treating unpopularity as a distinct
construct separable from both disliking and low-levels of popularity
will allow for a fuller understanding of the peer landscape in early
adolescence. In our view, early adolescents' social experiences are best
understood using a framework which includes two partially inde-
pendent preference-based dimensions (i.e., liking and disliking or
social rejection among peers) and two status-based dimensions
(popularity and unpopularity among peers).

We conceptualized unpopularity as a reputation-based construct
which reflects individuals' low social standing, influence, and power
with peers. Unpopularity might be reflected in passive behavioral
attributes such as social withdrawal, and might also increase an
adolescent's vulnerability to mistreatment or victimization by peers.
In contrast, we did not view social rejection as an indicator of low
social standing among peers, but rather as a preference-based
construct or an affective reaction by peers to aversive child attributes
or behaviors (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2002). That is, disliking in-
corporates negative attitudes by peers.

From the perspective of this formulation, we would view
unpopularity and disliking as partially distinct social phenomena. In
fact, we might expect there to be some highly popular adolescents
who are actually disliked by a large subset of their peers. Consider, in
particular, those popular youths who achieve their high status
through aversive or manipulative behavioral strategies (Cillessen &
Mayeux, 2004; Cillessen & Rose, 2005; Lease, Kennedy et al., 2002;
Neal, 2010). Likewise, adolescents who are characterized by low social
power or prestige do not necessarily engage in social behaviors (e.g.,
aggression or other disruptive behaviors) that would lead to negative
affective reactions from their peers and disliking nominations. These
students are likely highly visible in the peer group because they are
the targets of overt mistreatment by higher status peers. Victimization
of lower status youth is a highly visible mechanism through which
peers seek to establish and maintain their dominance and leadership
in the peer group (Pellegrini, 2002).

A few researchers have distinguished between these two forms of
low regard by peers and their findings provide evidence supporting
the focus of our study. For example, Lease and her colleagues used
cluster analytic procedures to identify three distinct groups of low-
status youth: a group low on perceived popularity and social
dominance, a disliked group, and a group that was low on all three
dimensions (perceived popularity, dominance, and liking) (Lease,
Musgrove et al., 2002). Likewise, LaFontana and Cillessen (2002)
hypothesized that unpopular children are not disliked, but are seen by
peers as “not possessing the social skills to rise from the bottom of the
hierarchy” (p. 645). Similar conclusions were reached by Xie et al.
(2006) based on first-, fourth- and seventh-grade African American
students' narrative descriptions of popular and unpopular boys and
girls. Taken together, these studies support the view that unpopularity
and disliking are separable constructs. We sought to build on this
research by examining the associations between a broad range of
behavioral reputation variables and unpopularity versus disliking
among peers in early adolescence. We also sought to extend this
literature by looking at the differential academic and socio-emotional
correlates of low regard among peers.

An important reason for researchers to move forward in
distinguishing unpopularity and disliking among peers is that this
approach may allow for a more nuanced perspective on risk. At least
in childhood, disliking and aggression are strongly correlated (e.g.,
Dodge, 1983; Haselager, Cillessen, Van Lieshout, Riksen-Walraven, &
Hartup, 2002; Kupersmidt, Coie, & Dodge, 1990), although the nature
of this linkage may evolve over the course of development (Cillessen
& Mayeux, 2004). In turn, aggressive behavioral dispositions can be
indicative of trajectories toward antisocial outcomes (Coie, Terry,
Lenox, Lochman, & Hyman, 1995; Dodge et al., 2006; Kupersmidt &
Coie, 1990). On the other hand, our theoretical conceptualization of
unpopularity is that this construct is likely to be an indicator of passive

and submissive behavior as well as a low position in the peer group
hierarchy. We would expect unpopularity to be associated with
ostracism and mistreatment by peers, and resulting high levels of
internalized distress. Of course, we would not predict that there is full
specificity in the trajectories of risk, but rather contend that a more
multifaceted understanding of negative social experiences in the peer
group would enhance the efficiency of our current predictive models.

To some extent, our conceptualization of unpopularity might be
typified by the group of bullied youth who Olweus (1978, 1993, 1997)
initially labeledwhipping boys. The majority of these victimized youth
are perceived to be “easy marks” by peers because they are socially
inhibited, submissive and withdrawn (Rodkin & Hodges, 2003;
Schwartz, Dodge, & Coie, 1993). Peer victimization in childhood is
associated with friendlessness and is a powerful predictor of
internalized distress (Craig, 1998; Crick & Grotpeter, 1996; Dill,
Vernberg, Fonagy, Twemlow, & Gamm, 2004; Hodges & Perry, 1999).

Our hypotheses also harken back to long-existing themes in the
research on peer rejection that first appeared over a decade ago (Crick
& Ladd, 1993; Parkhurst & Asher, 1992). Previous investigators have
emphasized distinctions between rejected children whose social
difficulties reflect aggressive or aversive behaviors, and a more
submissive or passive subgroup (e.g., Boivin, Thomassin, & Alain,
1989; Cillessen, Van Ijzendoorn, Van Lieshout, & Hartup, 1992; Hymel,
Bowker, & Woody, 1993; Parkhurst & Asher, 1992). Nonetheless, we
suggest that an explicit focus on unpopularity as an indicator of a lack
of status in the peer group, and disliking as an affective reaction by the
peer group, will provide a more ecologically valid perspective on the
peer group dynamics. This focus may be especially relevant for early
adolescence given the importance of social hierarchies during this
development period (Eder, 1995).

In the current study, we used peer nomination items (i.e., not
popular and like-least) to distinguish adolescents who are unpopular
among their peers from adolescents who are actively disliked. For
each dimension of negative peer group experience, participants
received a score on a continuous scale calculated by using the number
of nominations he or she received for each item, standardized within
grade. We then examined evidence that there are distinct patterns of
correlates for unpopularity and social rejection. Specifically, we
considered behavioral reputations among peers, self-reports of
internalized distress, reciprocated friendships, and academic out-
comes. Our study included assessment of positive regard among peers
(i.e., popular and like-most). Because positive and negative dimensions
of peer experiences are not completely independent (Bukowski,
Sippola, Hoza, & Newcomb, 2002), popularity and liking among peers
were entered as control variables in our analyses.

We expected that unpopularity would be correlated with
victimization by peers (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2002; Xie et al.,
2006), and social withdrawal (Lease, Kennedy et al., 2002; Lease,
Musgrove et al., 2002). We also anticipated that unpopularity would
be associated with internalized distress and the perception that one is
the target of peer aggression. This latter prediction is consistent with
past research on passive victims, a subgroup of victimized youth who
are sad, shy and anxious (Crick & Grotpeter, 1996; Hodges & Perry,
1999). The prediction is also supported by the finding that adolescents
who identify with low-status crowds report greater internalized
distress than other adolescents (Prinstein & La Greca, 2002). We
anticipated that unpopularity would be associated with friendless-
ness. In early adolescence, affiliating with low-status individuals is a
social liability and as a result, youth avoid these individuals in an
effort to maintain their own status in the peer group (Brown, Mory, &
Kinney, 1994).

Based on previous findings with both child and adolescent
samples, we expected that social rejection would be associated with
overt and relational aggression (Cillessen & Mayeux, 2004; Rubin,
Bukowski, & Parker, 2006). We also anticipated that social rejection
would be negatively associated with prosociality among peers. A
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consistent finding across studies is that peer-rejected youth are set
apart from better-accepted peers by their use of overt and relational
forms of aggression in the absence of other redeeming behavioral
characteristics or social competencies (e.g., Farmer, Estell, Bishop,
O'Neal, & Cairns, 2003; Hawley, 2003). In terms of adjustment risks,
we anticipated that social rejection would be associated with
academic disengagement. This latter prediction was based on Becker
and Luthar's (2007) recent finding that, among both high-income
suburban adolescents and low-income urban adolescents, academic
disengagement was associated with low acceptance. In both the
suburban and urban contexts, youth strongly admired good students.
Also in line with this prediction, Lease, Musgrove et al. (2002)
identified a cluster of disliked childrenwhowere described by peers as
being inattentive in the classroom and devaluing school.

In attempting to differentiate these two constructs, we were
particularly focused on early adolescence as a unique developmental
epoch. Twelve- and thirteen-year-old middle-school students were
selected for our sample, given evidence that the peer status hierarchy
is more salient to individuals during this developmental period than it
is in either childhood (LaFontana & Cillessen, 1999) or later in
adolescence (Eder, 1995). Indeed, when Eder's (1995) Woodview
Middle School participants transitioned to high school they explained
how the importance and restrictiveness of social hierarchies began to
dwindle. Low status individuals “… found that they had more
opportunities to get involved in extracurricular activities and to gain
a sense of meaningful group acceptance, making them feel more
socially competent. Some high school students reported being less
intimidated by classmates in other groups, and high school students in
general had more contact across cliques” (p. 160). Other researchers
have provided evidence that early adolescents have pronounced
concerns about their own and others' social standing among peers (de
Bruyn & Cillessen, 2006; Eder, 1995; Gorman, Kim, & Schimmelbusch,
2002; Hersch, 1998). Given this increased focus on the status
hierarchy, we felt that this age group would afford us the opportunity
to examine whether unpopularity and disliking among peers were
unique constructs.

In addition to our primary objective, we were also guided by an
exploratory goal. That is, we sought to examine whether the
behavioral reputation, socio-emotional and academic correlates of
unpopularity and disliking among peers were moderated by gender.
A number of previous studies have found gender differences in the
determinants of popularity and liking (e.g., Cillessen & Mayeux,
2004; Prinstein & Cillessen, 2003; Rose et al., 2004; Xie et al., 1999).
For example, popularity is more strongly associated with relational
aggression for girls than boys (Cillessen & Mayeux, 2004). There is
also some evidence, among elementary school children, that the
behavioral correlates of low social regard differ for boys and girls.
Lease, Musgrove et al. (2002) found that within their disliked cluster,
boys more than girls were identified as odd and impulsive. By
contrast, disliked girls more than boys were described as aggressive,
inattentive, and low on prosociality. In addition, Lease, Kennedy et al.
(2002) found that disruptive and bullying behaviors were associated
with low popularity among boys and not among girls. Rubin and his
colleagues (for a review of this literature see Rubin, Coplan, &
Bowker, 2009) suggest that being non-assertive, socially withdrawn
and quiet is more of a social liability for boys than girls. The authors
explain that these behaviors may carry greater social risks for boys
because they are at odds with societal and cultural expectations for
males.

Although equivocal, there is also some evidence that the
psychosocial outcomes associated with negative social experiences
in the peer group differ for boys and girls (Cillessen & Mayeux, 2007;
Crick & Ladd, 1993; Hanisch & Guerra, 2002; Lease, Musgrove et al.,
2002). Given these findings, it seemed important to consider whether
the pattern of relations between unpopularity and disliking among
peers differed for boys and girls in early adolescence. We did not

generate a priori hypotheses regarding the potential gender effects
but rather considered these analyses exploratory.

The present study

The present studywas designed to address two primary objectives.
First, we sought to distinguish between two aspects of negative social
experiences in early adolescence—unpopularity and disliking among
peers. Our goal was to identify the behavioral reputation variables and
the socio-emotional and academic adjustment indices differentially
associated with these two constructs. Second, we explored whether
the behavioral reputation, socio-emotional and academic correlates of
unpopularity, and disliking among peers in early adolescence were
moderated by gender.

Method

Participants

Participants were 418 sixth- and seventh-grade students (187
boys, 231 girls, M = 12.12 years, SD = 4.33) from a moderately sized
junior high school in a middle-class suburban section of Los Angeles
County. Eighty percent of the students at the school came from the
surrounding neighborhoods whereas the remaining 20% were bused
in from neighborhoods served by over-crowded schools in the district.
Consistent with the ethnic/racial composition of the school popula-
tion, the participants were predominately from Hispanic American
and European American backgrounds. The ethnic/racial composition
of the sample, assessed via adolescents' self-report, was as follows:
36% Hispanic, 15% European American, 7% African American, 8% Asian
American, 6% Middle Eastern, and 28% other or unclassified (e.g.,
Armenian, mixed race/ethnicity, Native American).

We sentwritten consent letters homewith 586 sixth- and seventh-
graders. The school also included students involved in a self-contained
magnet program and students who were enrolled in “English as a
Second Language” classes. Following the recommendations of school
officials, we did not attempt to include these latter students in the
project. The remaining sixth- and seventh-grade-students (N = 586)
were given permission slips to be delivered to parents or guardians.
Written parental consent was obtained for all participants, who also
indicated inwriting that theywerewilling to participate in the project.
One hundred and thirty students (22.88% of the eligible students) did
not participate in the project either because their parents denied
permission or because they did not return their permission slips.
Eighteen students in the sixth-grade and 20 students in the seventh-
gradewere absent during the data collection and subsequentmake-up
sessions. The participants represented 71.33% of the eligible popula-
tion of sixth- and seventh-graders. This consent rate is typical for this
type of research (Cillessen & Mayeux, 2004; Kelly, Schwartz, Gorman,
& Nakamoto, 2008). Questionnaires were group-administered in the
school's cafeteria, in sessions lasting approximately 50 min.

Questionnaire preparation

When peer-report sociometric and behavioral nomination mea-
sures are used in elementary school, each participant is typically asked
to evaluate every student in his or her classroom (e.g., Hymel, 1986;
Ladd & Oden, 1979; Singleton & Asher, 1977). This approach is not
practical in a junior high school setting, because students encounter a
large number of peers in different classes. Accordingly, we adopted an
approach similar to that used by Gorman et al. (2002) with a high
school sample. We generated four alphabetized rosters for both grade
levels. Each list contained the ID codes and alphabetized names of a
random sub-sample of all of the students that had parental permission
to participate in the project (n = 456). The lists contained names
alphabetized by first name preceded by an ID code. Each participant
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was given one randomly selected list of his or her grade-mates to
serve as a stimulus for the peer nomination interview. The lists were
distributed such that each participant was evaluated by approxi-
mately 25% of the consenting participants in his or her grade level.
This approach should lead to highly reliable estimates because there
are a relatively large number of raters for each child. Consistent with
this suggestion, past studies with similar methodology have produced
indices with strong psychometric properties (Gorman et al., 2002;
Schwartz, Gorman, Nakamoto, & McKay, 2006).

Materials

We relied on a multi-informant approach with data obtained from
peer-nominations, self-reports and review of school records. Peer-
nomination measures were used to identify students' liking, popu-
larity, disliking and unpopularity among peers, behavioral reputations
among peers and reciprocal friendships. Students also completed self-
report inventories assessing their loneliness and perceptions that they
were being victimized among peers. Grade point averages (GPAs)
obtained from school records were used to gauge students' academic
performance.

Peer nomination inventory
A 16-item peer-nomination inventory was group administered to

the participants. The inventory included a series of descriptors that
focused on students' social experiences with their peers as well as
their behavioral reputation. Each descriptor was read aloud by a
trained research assistant and participants were asked to list the ID
codes of up to nine students who fit each descriptor.

Four aspects of students' social experiences with their peers were
assessed. They included popularity (“kids that are popular”),
unpopularity (“kids that are NOT popular”), liking (“kids that you
really like”), and disliking among peers (“kids that you don't like
much”). Four social experience scores were calculated for each
participant. Popularity, unpopularity, liking and disliking for each
personwere representedwith a score on a continuous scale calculated
by using the number of nominations he or she received for each item,
standardized within grade.

Six dimensions of students' social reputations among peers were
also assessed. Two items were included for each behavioral
dimension. We assessed prosociality (“shares with other kids,”
“likes to help other kids”; r = .80, p b .001), relational aggression
(“tries to be mean to other kids by ignoring or excluding them,”
“gossips or says mean things about other kids”; r = .77, p b .001),
overt aggression (“hits or pushes other kids,” “starts fights with other
kids by punching or pushing them”; r = .66, p b .001), relational
victimization (“other kids gossip about or say mean things about
them,” “gets left out of fun games, excluded or ignored when other
kids are trying to hurt their feelings”; r = .21, p b .001), overt
victimization (“gets hit, pushed or bullied by other kids,” “gets beat up
by other kids”; r= .51, p b .001) and social withdrawal (“would rather
play alone than with other kids,” “would rather be alone than with
other kids”; r = .57, p b .001).

With the exception of relational victimization, the internal
consistency estimates for all of the behavioral scales were within
the acceptable range (Pedhauzer & Pedhauzer Schmelkin, 1991). For
later analysis, we generated summary variables for prosociality,
relational aggression, overt aggression, overt victimization and
withdrawal. The summary variables were based on the mean number
of nominations received by each child, for the two items tapping each
behavioral construct. Rather than exclude relational victimization as a
construct from later analyses, we opted instead to calculate a
relational victimization variable based on the number of nominations
received by each child for the item “gets left out of fun games, is
excluded or ignored when other kids are trying to hurt their feelings,”
standardized within grade. We did this because when we examined

the pattern of correlates for each of the behavioral reputation items, it
was evident that the other item intended to tap relational victimiza-
tion did not discriminate between aggression and victimization. We
are not certain why the item “other kids gossip about or say mean
things about them” failed to discriminate between aggression and
victimization. One possibility is that the survey administrators failed
to clearly enunciate about them in the item and the participants
nominated the perpetrators, kids who gossiped or said mean things
about others, rather than the victims or recipients of the behavior.

Friendship
Participants were also asked to indicate their really good friends on

an alphabetized list of all the consenting adolescents in their grade.
They were instructed that they could circle as many or as few names
as they liked. Following past research (Bukowski & Hoza, 1989; Price
& Ladd, 1986), participants were classified as friends only if they
reciprocally nominated each other. The mean number of friends that
each participant had was 7.99 (SD = 5.52).

Loneliness and social dissatisfaction questionnaire
Participants completed the Loneliness and Social Dissatisfaction

Questionnaire, a frequently used and well-validated scale assessing
children's loneliness (e.g., “I'm lonely at school”) and social
dissatisfaction with peers (e.g., “I feel left out of things at school”;
Asher & Wheeler, 1985). This self-report questionnaire includes 16
items that are designed to tap loneliness and dissatisfaction with
peer relationships. Participants rated the accuracy of each item on a
scale ranging from 1 (that's not true about me at all) to 5 (that's
always true about me), with higher scores indicative of greater
loneliness. In the present study, the internal reliability of the
questionnaire was α = .89, p b .001.

Self-reported victimization questionnaire
Participants completed the Social Experiences Questionnaire

(SEQ), developed by Crick and Grotpeter (1996). This self-report
inventory includes five items that assess how often individuals feel
that they are being relationally victimized (e.g., “How often has
another kid tried to keep others from liking you by sayingmean things
about you?”). It also includes three items which assess how often
individuals feel that they are being overtly victimized by peers at
school (e.g., “How often do you get hit by another kid at school?”;
Crick & Grotpeter, 1996). Participants rate the accuracy of each item
on a scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (all the time), with higher scores
indicating greater reported victimization by peers. We conducted a
principal-component analysis with varimax rotation using the full
eight item scale. This was done to assess whether relational
victimization and overt victimization emerged as separate aspects of
peer treatment in the current study. This analysis yielded the two
predicted factors: (a) relational victimization, which accounted for
49.5% of the variation; and (b) overt victimization, which accounted
for 11.4% of the variation. In the present study, the reliability of the
subscales was, α = .80 and α = .78, for the relational victimization
and overt victimization subscales, respectively.

Academic functioning
Participants' letter grades in three core academic subjects (i.e.,

reading, math and science) were obtained from school records. School
records were reviewed in the summer following the data collection. We
assigned numerical scores to letter grades in reading, math and science
for the full school year using a five-point scale (“F”=1 to “A”=5). GPA
was calculated as themeanof these three scores. Agreement between the
scores in the three core academic subject areas wasmoderate (α= .81).
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Results

Analysis strategy

Two main questions were examined. First, we examined if we
could distinguish two aspects of negative social experiences in early
adolescence — unpopularity and disliking among peers. We sought to
identify the behavioral reputation variables and the socio-emotional
and academic adjustment indices differentially associated with these
two constructs. Second, we explored whether the behavioral and
socio-emotional correlates of disliking and unpopularity among peers
in early adolescence were moderated by gender. These questions
were examined using two sets of analyses. Correlations were
computed between the social experience variables (i.e., liking,
popularity, disliking and unpopularity) and the behavioral reputation
variables (i.e., relational aggression, overt aggression, relational
victimization, overt victimization, prosociality and withdrawal), the
variables measuring students' socio-emotional (i.e., loneliness, self-
reported overt victimization, self-reported relational victimization,
reciprocal friendship) and academic adjustment (i.e., GPA) at school.
Next, using hierarchical regression analyses, we examined the unique
contributions of liking, disliking, popularity and unpopularity in
predicting the behavioral reputation variables and students' socio-
emotional and academic adjustment at school.

Separate models were specified for each of the criterion variables.
Gender, liking, popularity, disliking and unpopularity were entered in
Step 1. In Step 2, we tested the moderating effect of gender by
simultaneously entering the gender by liking, gender by disliking,
gender by popularity and gender by unpopularity terms. The
summary of the hierarchical regression analyses focuses on the
unique variance accounted for by disliking and unpopularity in
predicting students' peer reported behavioral reputation and socio-
emotional and academic adjustment at school. We coded gender as a
dichotomous variable (0 = boys, 1 = girls).

In our models all four dimensions of social experience were
included simultaneously at each step. Although our focus was on
negative dimensions of social relationships (i.e., unpopularity and
disliking), popularity and liking among peers were included as control
variables. We adopted this approach in order to determine the unique
contribution of unpopularity and disliking in predicting our criterion
variables. The regression parameters for the variables entered on Step
1 assess the unique contribution of each main effect term given that
the prediction associated with all other main effects is already
removed from the criterion variables.

Preliminary analyses

As a first step in the analyses, we examined the distribution of each
of the variables. The variables tended to be positively skewed, with
relatively few adolescents having extreme values. Accordingly, we
applied log linear transformations to reduce the potential influence of
outliers. Whenwe ran our models using the log-transformed data, the
results were nearly identical to those obtained using the untrans-
formed data. The models presented in the present paper use the
untransformed data for ease of interpretation.

Bivariate correlations

Table 1 depicts the pattern of correlations between the four indices of
social experience, the peer-reported behavioral reputation variables, and
the indices of socio-emotional and academic adjustment. Of central
interest, was the relation between disliking and unpopularity among
peers and the other social experience variables, behavioral reputation
variables, and the socio-emotional and academic variables. There was a
small to moderate positive correlation between unpopularity and
disliking among peers, (r = .38, p b .001). The correlations in Table 1

suggest a different pattern of relations between disliking and unpopu-
larity among peers and the behavioral reputation, socio-emotional and
academic adjustment variables. Following the procedure outlined by
Steiger (1980) to test dependent Pearson r's, we evaluated whether the
behavioral reputation and socio-emotional adjustment variables corre-
lated to a significantly different degree with disliking and unpopularity
among peers. Overt aggression [t(415) = 6.94, p b .01] and relational
aggression [t(415) = 9.18, p b .01] were more strongly correlated with
disliking than unpopularity among peers. In contrast, overt victimization
[t(415)=− 3.87, p b .01], relational victimization [t(415)=− 3.51, p b

.01] and withdrawal [t(415) = − 4.37, p b .01] were more strongly
associated with unpopularity than disliking among peers.

Hierarchical regression analyses

We conducted a series of hierarchical regression analyses to uncover
the unique contributions of disliking and unpopularity in predicting
students' behavioral reputation and socio-emotional and academic
adjustment. In Step 1 of all of the models, gender, popularity, liking,
disliking and unpopularity were entered into the equation simulta-
neously. In Step 2, moderation by gender was tested by simultaneously
entering the interactions of gender with the four indices of social
experience (i.e., popularity, liking, disliking and unpopularity). In
Tables 2 (behavioral reputation) and 3 (socio-emotional and academic
adjustment), the standardized regression coefficients and squared
semi-partial correlation coefficients (sr2) are presented for each
variable. In these analyses, the sr2 measures the percent of variance in
the outcome that is accounted for by each predictor independent of the
prediction associated with all other terms that are already in themodel.
Type I error rates for the tests of R-square increment were controlled
using Holm (1979) modified Bonferroni-type correction. We applied
separate corrections for the tests of each individual step (i.e., separate
corrections for Step 1 and Step 2).

Total model statistics
In each case, the total models were statistically significant at Step 1

(all ps b .001). The amount of variance explained by the predictors in
accounting for the behavioral reputation variables was as follows:

Table 1
Correlations between the indices of social experience, peer reported behavioral
reputation and the socio-emotional and academic adjustment variables.

Liking Popularity Disliking Unpopularity

Social experience
Liking –

Popularity .64⁎⁎⁎ –

Disliking .14⁎⁎ .27⁎⁎⁎ –

Unpopularity .00 − .16⁎⁎ .38⁎⁎⁎ –

Peer reported behavioral reputation
Overt aggression .13⁎ .23⁎⁎⁎ .47⁎⁎⁎ .13⁎

Relational aggression .40⁎⁎⁎ .63⁎⁎⁎ .53⁎⁎⁎ .10
Overt victimization − .05 − .08 .27⁎⁎⁎ .46⁎⁎⁎

Relational victimization − .02 − .05 .31⁎⁎⁎ .48⁎⁎⁎

Withdrawal − .04 − .06 .20⁎⁎⁎ .42⁎⁎⁎

Prosociality .76⁎⁎⁎ .46⁎⁎⁎ .07 .10⁎

Socio-emotional and academic adjustment
Loneliness − .13⁎⁎ − .10⁎ .07 .20⁎⁎⁎

Self reported
relational victimization

− .10⁎ − .06 .07 .13⁎

Self reported overt victimization − .08 − .03 .07 .14⁎⁎

GPA .24⁎⁎⁎ .06 − .13⁎⁎ − .04
Friendship .59⁎⁎ .44⁎⁎⁎ .05 − .12⁎

Gender .26⁎⁎ .19⁎⁎⁎ − .10⁎ − .14⁎⁎

Note. Gender was coded as 0 = boys; 1 = girls.
⁎p b .05. ⁎⁎p b .01. ⁎⁎⁎p b .001.
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overt aggression (ΔR2 = .39, p b .001), relational aggression (ΔR2 =
.54, p b .001), overt victimization (ΔR2 = .34, p b .001), relational
victimization (ΔR2 = .26, p b .001), withdrawal (ΔR2 = .19, p b .001),
and prosociality (ΔR2 = .61, p b .001).

The predictors also accounted for a significant proportion of
variance in explaining the socio-emotional and academic adjustment
variables; loneliness (ΔR2 = .07, p b .001), self-reported overt
victimization (ΔR2 = .07, p b .001), self-reported relational victim-
ization (ΔR2 = .04, p b .001), GPA (ΔR2 = .09, p b .001) and reciprocal
friendship (ΔR2 = .39, p b .001).

Only two of the 11 models were statistically significant at Step 2;
overt aggression (ΔR2= .11, pb .01) andovert victimization (ΔR2= .05,
p b .01).

Main effects of liking
Consistent with past research, liking uniquely predicted prosoci-

ality (β = .72, p b .001), GPA (β = .31, p b .001) and reciprocal
friendship (β = .51, p b .001). Liking also negatively predicted
loneliness (β = − .13, p b .05).

Main effects of popularity
Consistent with past research, popularity uniquely predicted overt

aggression (β= .12, p b .05) and relational aggression (β= .53, p b .001).

Main effects of disliking
Disliking uniquely predicted overt aggression (β = .41, p b .001),

relational aggression (β= .37, p b .001) and relational victimization (β=
.15,pb .01).Dislikingalsonegativelypredictedprosociality (β=− .07,pb
.05) and GPA (β=− .14, p b .05).

Main effects of unpopularity
Unpopularity among peers predicted overt victimization (β= .38,

p b .001), relational victimization (β= .42, p b .001), withdrawal (β=
.41, p b .001), and prosociality (β = .15, p b .001). It also predicted
loneliness (β= .18, p b .01) and self-reported relational victimization
(β = .15, p b .05) among peers. In addition, unpopularity negatively
predicted reciprocal friendship (β = − .10, p b .05).

Moderation by gender
Step 2 explained additional variance for two of the behavioral

reputation variables; overt aggression (ΔR2 = .11, p b .01) and overt
victimization (ΔR2 = .05, p b .01). Step 2 did not reliably explain any
additional variance for any of the models predicting students' socio-
emotional and academic adjustment. We ran the regression analyses
separately for boys and girls. Also, to aid interpretation, a graph was
created for both interactions. The interactions were interpreted by
focusing on the differential slopes of the regression lines for girls
versus boys. The results of the regression analyses showed that

Table 2
Summary of hierarchical regression analyses predicting peer-reported behavioral reputation from gender and the social experience variables.

Overt aggression
Relational
aggression

Overt
victimization

Relational
victimization Withdrawal Prosociality

Step and measure β sr2 β sr2 β sr2 β sr2 β sr2 β sr2

Step 1
Gender − .41⁎⁎⁎ .15 .05 .00 − .35⁎⁎⁎ .11 − .04 .00 − .08 .01 .14⁎⁎⁎ .02
Liking .11 .01 .00 .00 .01 .00 − .03 .00 − .06 .00 .72⁎⁎⁎ .29
Popularity .12⁎ .01 .53⁎⁎⁎ .14 .01 .00 − .01 .00 .06 .00 .02 .00
Disliking .41⁎⁎⁎ .12 .37⁎⁎⁎ .10 .10 .00 .15⁎⁎ .02 .03 .00 − .07⁎ .00
Unpopularity − .06 .00 .05 .00 .38⁎⁎⁎ .11 .42⁎⁎⁎ .13 .41⁎⁎⁎ .13 .15⁎⁎⁎ .02

Step 2
Gender × liking − .13 .00 .13 .00 − .15 .00 − .20⁎ .01 .07 .00 .18⁎⁎ .01
Gender × popularity − .14 .00 .26⁎⁎ .01 .03 .00 .26⁎⁎ .01 − .05 .00 − .02 .00
Gender × disliking − .44⁎⁎⁎ .06 .00 .00 − .12 .02 − .02 .00 .01 .00 .02 .00
Gender × unpopularity .06 .00 .04 .00 − .21⁎⁎ .02 − .09 .00 − .11 .00 .04 .00

Note. sr2 is the squared semipartial correlation coefficient, the percentage of variance accounted for uniquely by the parameter.
⁎p b .05. ⁎⁎p b .01. ⁎⁎⁎p b .001.

Table 3
Summary of hierarchical regression analyses predicting the indices of socio-emotional and academic adjustment from gender and the social experience variables.

Loneliness
Self-Reported

overt victimization

Self-Reported
relational

victimization GPA
Reciprocal
Friendship

Step and measure β sr2 β sr2 β sr2 β sr2 β sr2

Step 1
Gender − .11⁎ .01 − .22⁎⁎⁎ .04 − .11⁎ .01 .06 .00 .09⁎ .01
Liking − .13⁎ .01 − .07 .00 − .12 .01 .31⁎⁎⁎ .05 .51⁎⁎⁎ .15
Popularity .03 .00 .04 .00 .10 .00 − .11 .01 .08 .00
Disliking .00 .00 .01 .00 − .01 .00 − .14⁎ .01 .00 .00
Unpopularity .18⁎⁎ .03 .10 .01 .15⁎ .02 .00 .00 − .10* .01

Step 2
Gender × liking .10 .00 .28⁎ .02 .26⁎ .01 .04 .00 − .01 .00
Gender × popularity − .15 .00 − .29⁎ .01 − .18 .01 − .15 .00 − .09 .00
Gender × disliking .14 .01 .09 .00 .10 .00 − .01 .00 .00 .00
Gender × unpopularity − .13 .01 − .11 .01 − .12 .01 .04 .00 .04 .00

Note. sr2 is the squared semipartial correlation coefficient, the percentage of variance accounted for uniquely by the parameter.
⁎p b .05. ⁎⁎p b .01. ⁎⁎⁎p b .001.
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disliking was a stronger predictor of overt aggression for boys than
girls (β = .68 vs. β = .13). Overt victimization was more strongly
associated with unpopularity for boys than girls (β= .41 vs. β= .37).

In summary, liking was uniquely associated with prosociality,
reciprocal friendship, high academic performance and low levels of
self-reported loneliness. Popularity was uniquely associated with
overt and relational aggression.

Turning to low regard among peers, unpopularity among peers
was uniquely associated with overt victimization, relational victim-
ization, withdrawal, and prosociality. Unpopularity was also associ-
ated with loneliness, self-reported relational victimization and having
low numbers of reciprocated friendships. In contrast, disliking was
uniquely associated with overt aggression, relational aggression,
relational victimization and low prosociality. Disliking was also
associated with low academic performance.

The patterns of relations were generally consistent for both boys
and girls with two exceptions — disliking was more strongly
associated with overt aggression for boys than girls and overt
victimization was more strongly associated with unpopularity for
boys than girls.

Discussion

A more nuanced understanding of the social dynamics of
adolescent peer groups has emerged over the last decade as
researchers have distinguished between two forms of high peer
regard; liking and popularity among peers (Cillessen & Mayeux,
2004; Lease, Musgrove et al., 2002; Prinstein & Cillessen, 2003). We
sought to build on the existing work by also distinguishing between
two dimensions of negative social experiences among peers. We
were particularly focused on psychosocial correlates of these two
aspects of social difficulties among peers. The results of our analyses
are generally supportive of our hypotheses and highlight the
differential correlates of disliking and unpopularity in early
adolescence.

As predicted, unpopularity and disliking among peers were
modestly correlated and were linked with different behavioral
reputation variables for both boys and girls. Unpopularity among
peers was significantly and uniquely associated with overt
victimization, relational victimization, withdrawal, and prosocial-
ity. In contrast, disliking was uniquely associated with overt
aggression, relational aggression and relational victimization.
Disliking was also negatively correlated with prosociality. Also
consistent with our hypotheses, disliked adolescents engage in
aversive behaviors and are the targets of retaliation whereas
unpopular adolescents, although prosocial, are socially withdrawn
and encounter mistreatment or victimization by peers. The link
between unpopularity and social withdrawal is consistent with
other research findings (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2002; Lease,
Kennedy et al., 2002; Lease, Musgrove et al., 2002). In the context
of these findings, it seems likely that the friendly overtures of
unpopular youth are perceived as acquiescence and that these
youth are taken advantage of by their peers (Fox & Boulton, 2006).

Conceptually the construct of unpopularity may seem to bear
some similarity to classifications that have been present in the
literature for some time. Most notably sociometric researchers have
described a neglected subgroup. These are youth who are neither
well-liked nor disliked, are not generally visible in the peer group,
and are characterized by a behavioral profile that includes high social
withdrawal and low aggression (Newcomb, Bukowski, & Pattee,
1993). Within the sociometric tradition the neglected status group is
operationally defined as students who receive a social impact score
of less than − 1.0, a positive nomination score of less than 0, and a
negative nomination score of less than 0. However, our analyses do
not suggest that unpopularity can be linked to neglect. Unpopular
youth are highly visible in the peer group. Moreover, unpopularity

and disliking have a modest positive correlation.1 Given the high
visibility of peer victimization in the peer group (Pellegrini, 2002) it
is not surprising that these youth draw attention from their peers.
Indeed their nerdy image may make these youth the favorite targets
of bullies.

The behavioral and social reputation variables that are correlated
with unpopularity suggest that unpopular youth are more conceptu-
ally similar to the submissive-rejected subgroup identified in the
sociometric literature (e.g., Boivin et al., 1989; Cillessen et al., 1992;
Hymel et al., 1993; Parkhurst & Asher, 1992).

Unpopularity and disliking were correlated with different adjust-
ment indices for both boys and girls. Unpopularity was associated
with loneliness, self-reported relational victimization and having low
numbers of reciprocated friendships. These findings are consistent
with our prediction that unpopularity would be linked with ostracism
and perceived mistreatment by peers, and also associated with high
levels of internalized distress. Because highly unpopular youth are a
social liability they lack friends who can serve a protective function
and buffer them against the ill effects of their mistreatment (Schmidt
& Bagwell, 2007).

Disliking was linked with low academic performance, a finding
consistent with some prior research (Becker & Luthar, 2007; Lease,
Musgrove et al., 2002). There are, however, inconsistencies in the
literature. Indeed, other research finds that students who work hard
at school are not de-valued by their peers (e.g., Luthar, 1995). Future
research is needed to clarify the circumstances in which academic
performance is associatedwith liking versus disliking among peers. As
Schwartz et al. (2006) posit, it may be important to consider whether
academic engagement and high-achievement at school are compat-
ible with the values and behavioral orientations of the larger crowd
structure (Brown, Classen, & Eicher, 1986).

Our models did not yield strong evidence to suggest that gender
plays a large role in moderating the relations between the social
experience variables and the behavioral reputation, socio-emotional
and academic adjustment indices. Gender only added incrementally
in the prediction of two of the behavioral reputation variables. The
results showed that disliking was a stronger predictor of overt
aggression for boys than girls. In addition, overt victimization was
more strongly associated with unpopularity for boys than girls. The
finding that unpopularity was more strongly linked with overt
victimization for boys compared to girls is consistent with other
research (e.g., Rubin et al., 2009). We were surprised that we did not
find more in the way of gender differences. Previous investigators
have reported considerable differences in the behavioral correlates of
high status (Cillessen & Mayeux, 2004) as well as low status (Lease,
Kennedy et al., 2002; Lease, Musgrove et al., 2002) among boys and
girls. One possible interpretation of the behavioral data is that in early
adolescence the behaviors that repel youth are not gender-specific. In
terms of the adjustment indices, we found no evidence that gender
played a moderating role. It might be the case that the negative social
experiences that we focused on (unpopularity and disliking) carry the
same risks for boys and girls in early adolescence.

We hesitate to draw strong conclusions about the gender results,
however, because the present study only focused on a limited number
of peer-reported behavioral reputation variables and indices of
adjustment. Future studies would benefit from including a broader
array of potential variables that might speak to the possibility that the
correlates of low social regard differ for boys and girls. For example,
being fashionable and wearing the right clothes, having social savoir
faire, or being athletic might be gender-specific correlates of
unpopularity. It seems likely that wearing the wrong clothes and

1 We conducted a correlational analysis examining the relation between unpopularity
and the sociometric dimension of social impact, calculated as the sumof standardized “like
most” and “like least” nominations. There was a small to moderate positive correlation
between unpopularity and social impact among peers, (r = .25, p b .001).

214 A.H. Gorman et al. / Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology 32 (2011) 208–217



Author's personal copy

lacking social knowledge or savoir faire would bemore of a liability for
girls than boys (Adler & Adler, 1998; Eder, 1985). In contrast, boys
might bemore likely than girls to be identified as unpopular if they are
not athletic (Becker & Luthar, 2007; Eder & Kinney, 1995) and engage
in gender-atypical behaviors (Sebald, 1981). Future research might
also consider depressive symptoms, social anxiety and social
avoidance as additional risk factors. We might predict that girls who
are identified as a social liability because of their unpopular status
would experience more social anxiety and seek to avoid social
situations more than boys (Crick & Ladd, 1993).

In addition to looking at a wider array of behavioral reputation
variables, we might also have found more differences in the
behavioral and socio-emotional correlates of low social regard for
boys and girls if we had examined race/ethnicity as a moderating
variable. Research by Graham, Taylor, and Hudley (1998) shows that
the behavioral attributes which early adolescent boys and girls value
and admire in their peers vary as a function of both gender and race/
ethnicity. They found that whereas both Caucasian boys and girls
valued high-achieving students of both genders minority boys least-
valued high achieving boys. Future research should, therefore,
consider the role that race/ethnicity might play in moderating the
relation between gender and behavioral style in predicting unpopu-
larity and disliking among peers. We do not feel that we are in a good
position to address this issue because the self-report measure of race/
ethnicity that we used in the current study lacked precision. A refined
measure of race/ethnicity is needed given that there likely is
substantial diversity in belief systems, degree of acculturation, and
ethnic self-concepts among students identified as belonging to the
same ethnic/racial group (Phinney, 1996).

The finding that unpopularity added incrementally in the
prediction of several of the behavioral reputation variables (overt
and relational victimization, withdrawal and prosociality), number of
reciprocated friends, internalized distress and self-reported relational
victimization suggests that unpopularity is distinct from low levels of
popularity. These results are consistent with ethnographic studies
(Adler & Adler, 1998; Eder, 1995) and research on crowd formation
(Brown et al., 1994), which emphasizes a dimension of social
experience with peers that is linked to ostracism, mistreatment and
low power. This dimension differs from simply not being high status
or in the popular crowd. Instead of reflecting a lack of social power
and low levels of, say, overt and relational aggression, being
unpopular carries with it a host of potential adjustment issues related
to having such a low rank in the social hierarchy.

The distinction we are making between unpopularity and low
popularity among peers, parallels a distinction made in the literature
on the relation between acceptance and rejection (Newcomb &
Bukowski, 1983). This research indicates that acceptance and
rejection among peers are not antagonistic concepts. In other words,
not being liked among peers is not synonymous with being disliked or
socially rejected. Additionally, not being disliked among peers is not
synonymous with being liked. Recent empirical findings have
emphasized this distinction even further (Bukowski, Sippola, Hoza,
& Newcomb, 2000).

Before turning to our concluding comments, some potential
limitations of this project should be identified. First, the results of
our analyses cannot be generalized to developmental stages other
than early adolescence. Future research is needed to examine the
relation between disliking and unpopularity at different ages and to
examine if the behaviors and socio-emotional and academic adjust-
ment indices associated with each change across development. It
seems likely that disliking and unpopularity will become increasingly
distinct as individuals move from childhood toward pre-adolescence
and become increasingly aware of their social standing among peers.
When individuals enter early adolescence they are confronted with a
more complex peer structure than they experienced earlier in
development. In addition to being evaluated in terms of their

likeability, group hierarchies are established and some students are
identified as high in status and others as low in status. The salience of
group hierarchies is coupled with early adolescents' heightened
preoccupation with who is liked bywhom andwhere individuals fit in
the social hierarchy (Hersch, 1998). It might also be the case that the
risks associated with unpopularity wane as individuals grow
older and the peer social structure becomes more flexible (Eder,
1995).

Second, the correlational design of the present study did not allow
for identification of the causal relations among the variables. One
possibility is that students' behavioral reputation directly influences
how they are perceived by peers. Alternatively, students' current
reputation as unpopular or disliked by peers may influence how peers
evaluate and judge their behaviors. It is also possible that students are
perceived as unpopular or disliked among peers because of reputa-
tions they carried over from earlier grades. This seems especially
likely if groups of students make school transitions together. Future
research employing longitudinal designs is needed to explore these
alternative explanations.

Finally, the present findings indicate a distinctive pattern of
behaviors associated with disliking versus unpopularity. However,
the same pattern may not emerge in all schools. Muchmay depend on
the community being studied. A number of researchers have begun to
examine the important role that contextual factors play inmoderating
the relation between adolescents' behaviors and their social status
among peers (e.g., Becker & Luthar, 2007; Meisinger, Blake, Lease,
Palardy, & Olejnik, 2007). For instance, Meisinger et al. (2007) found
that the variables associated with perceived popularity varied as a
function of the racial composition of the classroom. Drawing on this
research, it seems likely that the behaviors associated with unpopu-
larity and disliking will differ somewhat depending on the norms of
the community being studied (Graham et al., 1998). The notion that
the samebehaviors are appraised and evaluateddifferently in different
social contexts is fairly well-established (Wright, Giammarino, &
Parad, 1986). Similarly, the relation between academic engagement
anddislikingmight differ across contexts.What seems likely, however,
is that unpopularity would be associated with internalized distress
(i.e., loneliness), self-reported victimization and friendlessness across
different social contexts. In terms of unpopularity, the stigma of
affiliating with low status youth and the “sting” of being at the bottom
of the social hierarchywould be the same (Prinstein & La Greca, 2002).

One question to consider in future research is the relation between
the social standing variables (popularity versus unpopularity among
peers) and conformity to the dominant norms of the peer group.
Willingness to conform to the peer group and engage in risky
behaviors such as substance use and early sexual experimentation
may set apart highly popular from highly unpopular youth. Schwartz
and Gorman (2011) argue that conformity plays an important role in
the social lives of popular youth. Popular youth achieve and maintain
their high status and prestige by adopting the values and behavioral
orientations of the dominant peer group and to “fit in.” Accordingly,
“Students who exhibit behaviors that are inconsistent with [the peer
group's] established norms will be unlikely to achieve high standing
with their elite peers.” (p. 247). In fact, we would hypothesize that
failure to conform to the dominant peer group is a social liability and
strongly predictive of unpopular status among peers.

In summary, our results demonstrate that in early adolescence
disliking and unpopularity are partially distinct constructs, associated
with different behavioral reputations among peers and different
indices of socio-emotional and academic adjustment. A number of
recent studies have focused on the “risks” associated with popularity
among peers (e.g., Prinstein, Meade, & Cohen, 2003). The present
results highlight the importance of treating liking, popularity, disliking
and unpopularity as separate constructs in the prediction of risk. They
also suggest that popularity is only “risky” in terms of more
externalizing behaviors such as substance use (Mayeux, Sandstrom,
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& Cillessen, 2008). When it comes to assessing more internalized risk
such as loneliness, the real risk lies in being unpopular (Prinstein & La
Greca, 2002). A good deal of effort has been devoted to improving
adolescents' experiences at school. A more nuanced understanding of
adolescents' negative social experiences will likely help in these
efforts.

The present study adds to the literature by moving beyond the
research on subgroups of peer-rejected youth and the research on
peer perceived popularity, which has tended to use a single status
dimension (i.e., popular), toward a more refined view of social
experiences in the peer group. In our conceptualization, early
adolescents' social experiences are best understood using a frame-
work which includes two partially independent preference-based
dimensions (i.e., liking and disliking or social rejection among peers)
and two partially independent status-based dimensions (popularity
and unpopularity among peers).
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