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A B S T R A C T

Peer victimization has long been recognized as a significant issue among adolescents, with 
potentially harmful consequences for their psychological and social well-being. However, studies 
adopting a longitudinal, multilevel approach to explore the complexity of peer victimization 
dynamics are still lacking. This study aimed to test short-term longitudinal associations between 
peer victimization, internalizing problems, and satisfaction with friends over the course of 6 
months. The sample included 1299 adolescents at T1 (48.3% female adolescents, Mage = 13.6 
years) attending 67 school classes. Data were collected through self-report questionnaires 
administered at two time-points during the same school year. Multivariate multilevel analysis 
indicated that, at the individual level, T2 victimization was positively predicted by T1 internal
izing problems (proportional reduction in variance [PRV] = 0.7%) and negatively by satisfaction 
with friends (PRV = 1.6%), whereas internalizing problems at T2 were predicted by peer 
victimization at T1 (PRV = 0.7%). Satisfaction with friends was negatively predicted by peer 
victimization (PRV = 3.6%). At the class level, T2 victimization was more likely in classrooms 
with lower levels of satisfaction with friends in the fall (PRV = 15%). Moreover, class-level ethnic 
diversity contributed to explain between-class variability in satisfaction with friends (PRV =
9.1%). These findings highlight the need for interventions that promote positive peer relation
ships and provide support for victimized adolescents to reduce internalizing problems. Addi
tionally, they underscore the importance of fostering friendship quality as a protective factor 
against victimization.

1. Introduction

Peer victimization refers to the experience of being targeted, harassed, or mistreated by one's peers, in different forms, such as 
physical aggression, verbal abuse, or social exclusion, and is one of the most common problems experienced by students throughout 
their school careers. The prevalence of peer victimization may vary according to country, school, measurement method, and other 
conditions, but on average approximately one in three children reports being affected (Bjereld et al., 2020; Modecki et al., 2014). 
Numerous empirical studies conducted over the past three decades have consistently demonstrated that peer victimization is linked to 
internalizing problems (especially anxiety and depression), both concurrently and longitudinally (Casper & Card, 2017; Gini, Card, & 
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Pozzoli, 2018; Reijntjes et al., 2010). Beyond personal adjustment in terms of mental health, relationships with others, especially peers, 
may be compromised in victimized adolescents. Few studies have documented a link between peer victimization and social well-being, 
especially satisfaction with friends (Gini, 2008; Moreira et al., 2023). However, fewer studies have analyzed both negative correlates of 
peer victimization in terms of poor mental health (e.g., more internalizing problems) and poor social well-being (e.g., lower satis
faction with friends) together in a single model. Even fewer studies have tested these associations in a longitudinal, multilevel model to 
try to disentangle ‘what comes first’ and to also test the role of the classroom context in these associations. Therefore, the present study 
was designed to test short-term longitudinal associations, both at the individual- and class-level, between peer victimization, inter
nalizing problems, and satisfaction with friends over the course of a school year.

1.1. Peer victimization and internalizing problems

Research on peer victimization at school has repeatedly shown that being victimized by peers negatively affects the adjustment and 
well-being of the targeted individuals. Specifically, peer victimization is often linked to various psychological problems such as 
anxiety, depression, loneliness, and low self-esteem (Casper & Card, 2017; Gini, Card, & Pozzoli, 2018; van Geel et al., 2018). The 
explanations provided for this link suggest that peer victimization is a significant source of stress in one's life (Bonanno & Hymel, 2010; 
Flack et al., 2011; Swearer & Hymel, 2015). This is consistent with the interpersonal risk model (e.g., Epkins & Heckler, 2011) that 
states being victimized by peers leads to psychological symptoms (e.g., depression) as a consequence of negative social experiences 
(Schwartz et al., 2015; Ttofi et al., 2011). These stressful experiences trigger internalizing problems in adolescents who tend to 
interpret stressful events in a self-critical and global manner (Gao et al., 2023; Kopala-Sibley et al., 2015). Additionally, being 
victimized by peers elicits emotions such as humiliation, fear, shame, and hopelessness (Cole et al., 2014; Hamilton et al., 2013; Irwin 
et al., 2019). During adolescence, which is a crucial period for self-concept and identity formation (Rapee et al., 2019), experiences of 
peer victimization can be particularly problematic and can lead to negative beliefs and self-evaluations with potential long-term 
consequences for self-esteem and internalizing difficulties.

Despite extensive research conducted in recent decades on the association between peer victimization and internalizing problems, 
there remains an ongoing and debatable focus on the temporal dynamics of this relationship (Klomek et al., 2018). Although the 
emergence of internalizing problems (e.g., anxiety symptoms, depressive symptoms) is often seen as a consequence of peer victimi
zation, the opposite is also possible. Indeed, the symptoms-driven model suggests that young people experience depression first, which 
then makes them more likely to be bullied (Kochel et al., 2012). According to this model, adolescents who already suffer from 
depression and anxiety are more susceptible to becoming targets of peer victimization. Although peer victimization studies often lean 
towards the interpersonal risk model (Schwartz et al., 2015; Ttofi et al., 2011), other research supports the symptoms-driven pathway 
(Kljakovic & Hunt, 2016; Schacter & Juvonen, 2017). However, it is most likely that internalizing problems and peer victimization 
influence each other over time, consistent with transactional models (Zimmer-Gembeck, 2016). Longitudinal investigations have 
indeed demonstrated that peer victimization and internalizing problems are mutually linked in a negative cycle (Christina et al., 2021). 
In other terms, not only does victimization foresee higher levels of internalizing problems, but elevated levels of internalizing problems 
may also render adolescents vulnerable to victimization as they may exhibit reduced social competence and diminished popularity 
among their peers (Christina et al., 2021).

In the study of the relationships between peer victimization and internalizing problems, it is therefore important to adopt a lon
gitudinal design that allows for better testing and control of the direction of effects. Therefore, the first aim of this study was to analyze 
the bidirectional association between peer victimization and internalizing problems over the course of the same school year (about 6 
months) in a sample of adolescents.

1.2. Peer victimization and satisfaction with friends

The definition of good mental health should not be based solely on the absence of psychological problems (Seligman & Csiks
zentmihalyi, 2000). It is important to consider adjustment and well-being in the context of positive outcomes. In particular, positive 
psychology emphasizes the importance of life satisfaction, which is closely related to positive personal and social outcomes (Huebner 
et al., 1999; Lewinsohn et al., 1991; Russo-Netzer & Tarrasch, 2024). One key aspect of life satisfaction for adolescents is their 
satisfaction with friends; that is, the extent to which they feel that friendship relationships can satisfy their need for emotional support, 
closeness, and self-worth (Gilman et al., 2000; Kaufman et al., 2022; Moreira et al., 2021). In the context of peer victimization, 
satisfaction with friends may be particularly undermined whereas having good relationships with (at least a few) friends may serve as 
protective factor (Chen et al., 2024). Research has demonstrated that perceiving social support from peers and cultivating positive 
friendships can mitigate the impact of peer victimization and enhance students' quality of life (Bollmer et al., 2005; Flaspohler et al., 
2009; Schmidt & Bagwell, 2007). However, although peer victimization research has often focused on variables like number of friends 
(Schacter et al., 2021; Scholte et al., 2009) or friends' support (Cuadros & Berger, 2016; Qin et al., 2023), to date, not many studies 
have explicitly analyzed the association between peer victimization and satisfaction with friends. Various cross-sectional studies (i.e., 
Gini, 2008; Gini, Marino, et al., 2018; Moreira et al., 2023) found a negative association between being victimized by peers at school 
and reporting less satisfaction with friends. A recent meta-analysis (Casper et al., 2020) found five studies where friendship quality, 
which also included satisfaction with friends, was negatively associated with peer victimization. However, to date, studies have not 
analyzed this association within a more articulated model in which different correlates of peer victimization are considered together. 
Moreover, evidence based on longitudinal data and multilevel analyses that include the role of the classroom as an important social 
context for peer dynamics is lacking. With this study, therefore, we tried to provide further evidence for the longitudinal links between 
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peer victimization and satisfaction with friends after accounting for the effects of internalizing problems.

1.3. The role of the classroom context

From a social-ecological perspective (Atria et al., 2007; Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Hong & Espelage, 2012), peer victimization dy
namics not only depend on individual characteristics, but also on contextual characteristics that can play important roles as risk or 
protective factors. Regarding contextual factors in peer victimization, it is noteworthy to mention that within the Italian school 
environment the classroom holds significant importance as the primary unit of peer clustering, creating a highly stable social context. 
Unlike in many other countries, in Italy students do not switch classrooms throughout the day. Instead, they remain in a single 
classroom with the same group of peers for the entire school year, regardless of the subject being taught. This is the reason why 
research studies within the Italian school system typically focus on the classroom as the relevant microsystem (e.g., Gini et al., 2022; 
Pozzoli et al., 2012).

In contrast to the much wider focus on class variables linked to bullying perpetration (Saarento et al., 2015), there has been limited 
research investigating the impact of class-level factors on peer victimization (Méndez et al., 2017; Thornberg et al., 2017; Yun & 
Juvonen, 2020), and the few studies that have addressed this objective were conducted using cross-sectional designs. A recent short- 
term longitudinal study (Romera et al., 2022) investigated how peer perception (i.e., students' views on their peers), social anxiety, and 
class social adjustment level increased the risk of developing victimization during adolescence. The authors found that the negative 
association between peer perception and peer victimization was moderated by class social adjustment, that is, it was significant for 
adolescents in classes with low social adjustment levels, but not for those with high levels. However, in that study only victimization 
was considered as the outcome, whereas the reverse direction (i.e., victimization as risk factor for subsequent anxiety and peer 
perception) was not tested. Other studies have found that victims experience more severe negative consequences, such as psycho
logical distress, if they belong to classrooms with unsupportive peers where students can feel more stressed, anxious, and uncom
fortable (Huitsing et al., 2012; Thornberg et al., 2017).

1.4. The present study

In sum, the aim of the present study was twofold. First, we tested the short-term longitudinal associations of peer victimization and 
(a) internalizing problems and (b) satisfaction with friends. This test allowed us to investigate whether peer victimization preceded or 
followed the two dimensions of adolescents' well-being (i.e., internalizing problems and satisfaction with friends) or whether a 
bidirectional link emerged, at least over a short period of about 6 months. The hypothesis was that at the individual level, after 
controlling for the stability of peer victimization, adolescents who reported higher levels of peer victimization at T1 would be more 
likely to report higher internalizing problems and lower satisfaction with friends at T2 (H1). At the same time, adolescents with more 
internalizing problems and less satisfaction with friends at T1 would be more at risk of being victimized by peers at T2 (H2).

Second, by adopting a multilevel approach, we tested whether between-class variability in peer victimization, internalizing 
problems, and satisfaction with friends at T2 could be explained by T1 class-levels of the three variables. We hypothesized that sig
nificant class-level stability would emerge over a short 6-month period. For instance, peer victimization at T2 was expected to be more 
likely in classrooms with higher T1 victimization levels. After controlling for this stability, like the individual-level analysis, we tested 
the directionality of the associations between the three study constructs at the class level; for example, we tested whether T2 peer 
victimization was more likely in classrooms with lower mean levels of satisfaction with friends or vice versa. Moreover, we explored 
whether individual level associations significantly varied across classes and whether any class characteristic would explain this 
variation (i.e., we tested for potential cross-level interactions). For example, based on previous studies (i.e., Huitsing et al., 2012; 
Thornberg et al., 2017), we could expect that the negative consequences of peer victimization could vary depending on the charac
teristics of the class relational climate; that is, we hypothesized that victims are more likely to develop more severe internalizing 
problems if they belong to classrooms with less satisfactory and less supportive friendship relationships.

In modeling these associations, we controlled for age and gender, which have been found as important individual variables 
associated with victimization (Nansel et al., 2001; Vieno, Gini, et al., 2015), internalizing problems (Vieno, Lenzi, et al., 2015), and life 
and peer satisfaction (e.g., Moksnes & Espnes, 2013). Moreover, we also controlled for the role of immigrant background, both at the 
individual and the class level. Indeed, according to a recent review (Xu et al., 2020), being an immigrant could potentially increase the 
likelihood of experiencing victimization at school. Although ethnicity alone, as a demographic characteristic, may not directly 
contribute to victimization, various factors associated with immigration, such as classroom ethnic diversity (Basilici et al., 2022), 
acculturation stress (Messinger et al., 2012), and prejudice (Iannello et al., 2021), may contribute to this risk. Conversely, immigrants 
may also face additional challenges due to experiences of discrimination and a perceived lower social status that can exacerbate their 
personal distress and internalizing problems (Doğan & Strohmeier, 2020). Therefore, to account for the possible role of immigrant 
background, this was added as control variable at the individual level. At the class level, we considered the classroom ethnic diversity 
in terms of the proportion of students with immigrant background in the classroom.

2. Method

2.1. Participants

Data from participants were collected in two waves. At T1 (December 2017, approximately 3 months after the beginning of the 
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school year), participants included 1299 students (Mage = 13.6 years, SD = 1.1) attending 67 classes from Grade 7 to Grade 10 in nine 
Italian public schools (average number of classes per school = 7.4, range = 3–13). At T2 (May 2018, near the end of the school year), 
1227 students completed the questionnaires, resulting in a retention rate of 94%. Students reported their age in years and self-selected 
gender as male (51.7% at T1) or female (48.3% at T1). Although students were allowed to not answer, no students chose this option. 
Attrition analyses indicated no differential attrition based on gender (χ2 = 0.70, p = .71) nor significant differences in peer victimi
zation and internalizing problems. However, students who did not participate in the second wave were slightly older than those who 
took part in both waves (Mage = 14.21 years vs. Mage = 13.60 years; t = 5.71, p < .001) and reported lower satisfaction with friends (M 
= 3.33 vs. M = 3.70; t = 5.61, p < .001).

Students were also asked to report where their parents were born. Regarding immigrant status, consistent with previous studies (e. 
g., Iannello et al., 2024), participants were categorized as having an “immigrant background” based on where their parents were born 
(in Italy or abroad). Many adolescents in this sample (88.9%) were categorized as having an Italian background, aligning with national 
statistics on the Italian student population (Miur, 2019), whereas 11.1% of students had an immigrant background.

2.2. Procedure

Participant classrooms were sampled from nine public schools located in urban and suburban areas in the North of Italy. No 
exclusionary criteria were specifically applied for the selection of schools or classes. Schools were recruited by the researchers via 
direct communications to school principals. They received a letter that described the purpose of the study, study overview, required 
resources, and ethical information. After authorization was provided by school principals, parents of the adolescents were asked to sign 
a consent form. Less than 10% of students did not receive parental consent. Adolescents with parental consent were also asked for their 
assent and no one refused to participate. No incentives were offered to participants. Data were collected with a self-report ques
tionnaire at two time points within the same school year and matched with an anonymized alphanumeric code; the participants filled 
out a web-based questionnaire on computers in their regular classrooms. The scales analyzed in the present study were included in a 
larger protocol with other scales in between; the order in which they appeared in the protocol was (a) satisfaction with friends, (b) peer 
victimization, and (c) internalizing problems. The study was conducted according to the Helsinki Declaration and was approved by the 
local Ethics Committee for Research in Psychology (Protocol #1157).

The data for the present study were from a larger longitudinal project, but there is only minimal overlap between the data used in 
the present study and those presented in a previously published study (Gini et al., 2022) where, beyond demographic variables, only 
peer victimization was used as a control variable in a completely different analytical model.

2.3. Measures

2.3.1. Peer victimization
Peer victimization was assessed with the Students' Behavior during Bullying Episodes Scale (Pozzoli et al., 2016) and included the 

following items: “I am attacked hard, hit or pushed by some classmates”, “Some classmates spread nasty rumors about me or says mean 
things when I can't hear”, “Some classmates call me nasty nicknames, insult me or offend me”, and “I am excluded or isolated from the 
group.” Students rated how often in the past 3 months they had experienced the behavior described in each item using a 5-point scale 
ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (almost always). This scale has been widely used with Italian adolescents showing good internal consistency 
(Pozzoli et al., 2016; Pozzoli & Gini, 2021) and test-retest reliability (e.g., Gini, Marino, et al., 2018). Moreover, peer victimization 
scores from this scale have been found to be clearly distinct from scores in other participant roles (e.g., aggressive/bullying behavior, 
defending behavior, passive bystanding) and moderately correlated with online victimization, thus indicating discriminant and 
convergent validity (e.g., Gini et al., 2020; Pozzoli & Gini, 2020, 2021). Finally, good factorial validity has been reported (Gini et al., 
2020; Pozzoli et al., 2016; Pozzoli & Gini, 2021). In the present sample, a longitudinal confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) model was 
specified by allowing all items to load onto a single victimization factor for each wave and fixing the loading of the first item to 1 for 
identification; moreover, error terms of identical items across waves were allowed to correlate. Due to the large sample, beyond χ2, the 
following descriptive indexes were evaluated: the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), where values >0.95 indicate a good fit and > 0.90 an 
acceptable fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999), and the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) and the standardized root mean 
squared residual (SRMR), where values <0.05 indicate good fit and values between 0.05 and 0.08 are considered an acceptable fit (Hu 
& Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2015). In the present sample, the longitudinal CFA analysis showed a good fit of a unidimensional model at the 
two waves, χ2

(15) = 58.70, p < .001, CFI = 0.986, RMSEA = 0.046, SRMR = 0.025. More details about the longitudinal invariance are 
provided in the Results. A mean score of peer victimization was computed at T1 and T2 by averaging students' responses (McDonald's 
ω = 0.76 at both T1 and T2).

2.3.2. Internalizing problems
Internalizing problems were measured through a non-clinical scale of mental health composed of five items (Vieno, Gini, et al., 

2015) and derived from the Health Behavior in School-Aged Children Symptom Checklist (Haugland & Wold, 2001). The internalizing 
problems included (a) feeling low, (b) irritability or bad temper, (c) feeling nervous, (d) feeling depressed, and (e) feeling anxious. 
Participants rated how often, in the last 3 months, they suffered from the problem described in each item using a 5-point scale ranging 
from 1 (never) to 5 (almost every day). The scale's scores have previously shown good internal consistency (Gini, Marino, et al., 2018) 
and test-retest reliability (Gini, Marino, et al., 2018; Haugland & Wold, 2001). Haugland and Wold (2001) previously examined the 
content validity of the measure and indicated that the items were adequate to reflect differences between adolescents who experience 
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health and well-being and those who do not, and adolescents themselves reported that symptoms were accurately described in the 
symptom checklist. Moreover, scores on this scale have been found to moderately correlate with somatic problems (Gini, Marino, et al., 
2018; Gustafsson et al., 2023) and with loneliness (Gustafsson et al., 2023) in samples of adolescents. In the present sample, the 
longitudinal CFA yielded the following results: χ2 

(28) = 322.78, p < .001, CFI = 0.953, RMSEA = 0.088, SRMR = 0.043. More in
formation regarding longitudinal invariance is available in the Results. A mean score of internalizing problems was computed at both 
waves by averaging students' responses (ω = 0.83 at T1 and ω = 0.86 at T2).

2.3.3. Satisfaction with friends
Students rated their level of satisfaction with friends using six items from the Multidimensional Students' Life Satisfaction Scale 

(MSLSS; Gilman et al., 2000; Huebner, 1994). Due to the specific question of our study and like previous studies (Gini, Marino, et al., 
2018), students reported about their satisfaction with friends at school rather than in general life as in the original scale. Sample items 
include “I have a lot of fun with my friends at school” and “My friends at school would help me if I needed it”. Students responded to 
items by using a response scale ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree). The scale's scores have previously shown 
good internal consistency, both in the original form (Gini, 2008; Huebner & Gilman, 2002) and the modified form (Gini, Marino, et al., 
2018), as well as satisfactory test-retest reliability (Gini, Marino, et al., 2018; Greenspoon & Saklofske, 1997; Huebner et al., 1998). 
The MSLSS Friends domain has also demonstrated convergent and discriminant validity through its predicted correlations with other 
self-reported wellbeing indexes and social desirability scales (Huebner et al., 1998; Huebner & Gilman, 2002). For instance, the Friends 
subscale has been found to correlate moderately with loneliness and social dissatisfaction scores (Huebner & Gilman, 2002). Addi
tionally, Satisfaction with Friends scores are positively correlated with social skills and negatively correlated with social withdrawal 
and social stress (Greenspoon & Saklofske, 1997). In the present sample, results of the longitudinal CFA at the two waves were χ2

(45) =

517.4, p < .001, CFI = 0.906, RMSEA = 0.088, SRMR = 0.086. More details regarding longitudinal invariance are provided in the 
Results. A mean score of satisfaction with friends was computed at both waves by averaging students' responses (ω = 0.62 at T1 and ω 
= 0.71 at T2).

2.3.4. Class-level variables
Because the proportion of participating students per class can impact aggregated class variables, it is important to account for this 

issue. In our sample, the number of participants per class ranged between 10 and 30 and the participation rate ranged between 80% 
and 100%. Therefore, the proportion of students per class who did not participate was variable, but within acceptable rates overall 
(McBean & Lennox, 1985). Others have argued that classrooms with a participation rate of at least 40% and at least 10 respondents are 
needed to compute reliable aggregated measures (e.g., Laninga-Wijnen et al., 2023). Therefore, for multilevel analysis, aggregated 
scores of each variable were created by averaging the individual scores among classmates, aligning with previous research on class 
norms and characteristics (e.g., Busching & Krahé, 2020; Romera et al., 2022; Szumski et al., 2020).

2.4. Missing data and analysis

Missing data were minimal with only a small number of students having not completed the full list of items. Specifically, missing 
data at the item-level ranged between 0.1% and 0.9% of the entire sample. At the variable level, there were three responses missing 
(0.3%) for peer victimization and 10 responses missing (0.9%) for internalizing problems. Gender and age variables did not include 
any missing data. To handle missing data, full information maximum likelihood (FIML) with the maximum likelihood robust estimator 
(MLR) estimator (Enders & Bandalos, 2001) in Mplus was used so that all available data were used in the model estimation. The MLR 
estimator was used to also account for the possible non-normal distribution of the residuals (Field & Wilcox, 2017; Yuan & Bentler, 
2006) as a Monte-Carlo simulation showed that using this estimator leads to reliable estimates and their associated standard errors 
(Maas & Hox, 2004).

Descriptive analyses and correlations were performed using SPSS Version 28. The remaining analyses were conducted in Mplus 8.3 
(Muthén & Muthén, 2017). First, longitudinal confirmatory factor analyses were performed on the scores at both waves to check for 
longitudinal invariance. This is an important step before longitudinal analysis to ensure that the measurement of a construct is 
equivalent across time and that changes in scores do not simply reflect changes in how the items are interpreted or how participants 
respond at different time-points (Clark & Donnellan, 2021; Millsap & Cham, 2012). Then, multivariate multilevel modeling with the 
MLR estimator was conducted with three simultaneous dependent variables consisting of peer victimization, internalizing problems, 
and satisfaction with friends in spring (T2). Predictors at the individual-level included gender, age, immigrant background, and fall 
levels of peer victimization, internalizing problems, and satisfaction with friends. To enhance interpretability, individual-level vari
ables, except gender and immigrant background, were group-mean centered. At the class level, grade, T1 class-level peer victimization, 
internalizing problems, satisfaction with friends, and ethnic diversity were entered. Variables at the class-level were grand-mean 
centered. Finally, we examined whether there was between-classroom variability in the associations between T1 predictors and T2 
outcomes (i.e., random slopes). In case a significant random slope emerged, cross-level interaction were tested to check if a Level 2 
variable could explain the slope variability.

There is a lack of consensus among researchers on how to best calculate effect sizes for multilevel models (LaHuis et al., 2014; 
Peugh, 2010; Rights & Sterba, 2019). In this work, we presented a measure of global effect size (R2) that quantifies the variance in the 
response variable explained by all predictor variables in the model, at the individual-level and the class-level separately, as calculated 
in Mplus via the formulae reported by Asparouhov and Muthén (2021; see also Rights & Sterba, 2019). However, because global effect 
sizes for multilevel modeling analyses are less straightforward than common metrics for generalized linear models (e.g., Cohen's d or 
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R2; Peugh, 2010), we also calculated the proportional reduction in variance (PRV) for each statistically significant effect to capture the 
proportion of variance that was accounted for by each variable by level of analysis. PRV is a measure of local effect size that quantifies 
the effect of individual variables on the response variable (Peugh, 2010). It is calculated by subtracting the residual variance of a 
variable from a model that includes a predictor variable from the variance estimate in the model prior to adding the predictor, then 
dividing the difference by the latter variance (Peugh, 2010; Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). For ease of interpretation, the PRV values are 
reported in percentage form.

3. Results

3.1. Descriptive statistics and correlations

Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations at the individual-level are reported in Table 1. The same statistics for the 
class-level are reported in Table 2. As expected, the three study variables showed moderate stability across the school year. Moreover, 
peer victimization was positively associated with internalizing problems and negatively associated with satisfaction with friends. 
Skewness and kurtosis are also reported for all variables. The results show no serious violations to univariate normality (Hair et al., 
2010; Kline, 2023; West et al., 1995). Although inspections of the residuals at both levels indicated that they did not perfectly follow a 
normal distribution, the violation appears to be mild.

3.2. Longitudinal invariance

As preliminary analysis, we performed longitudinal confirmatory factor analyses on the peer victimization, internalizing problems, 
and satisfaction with friends scores at T1 and T2 by testing a series of models with increasing numbers of parameter constraints 
(Millsap & Cham, 2012; Widaman et al., 2010). In all models, scale items were used as indicators of their respective factors. To evaluate 
whether the assumption of invariance is acceptable, change in value of fit indices (i.e., ΔCFI, ΔRMSEA, and ΔSRMR) was considered 
(Putnick & Bornstein, 2016). Negligible change, that is, a ΔCFI smaller than 0.01 and a change smaller than 0.015 in RMSEA and 
SRMR, was considered indicative of invariance (e.g., Chen, 2007; Cheung & Rensvold, 2002). First, configural invariance was tested by 
running an unconstrained model; that is, all loadings, intercepts, and residual variances were freely estimated in the two waves. 
Second, we constrained all loadings to equality across waves (i.e., metric invariance), which did not lead to reduction in model fit 
(ΔCFI = 0.007, ΔRMSEA = 0.001, ΔSRMR = 0.003). Next, scalar invariance was checked by constraining both loadings and intercepts 
(ΔCFI = 0.005, ΔRMSEA = 0.000, ΔSRMR = 0.000). Finally, residual variances were also constrained to equality to test for strict 
invariance, but the model showed a worse fit (ΔCFI = 0.043; ΔRMSEA = 0.010; ΔSRMR = 0.048). Longitudinal scalar invariance was 
therefore confirmed. This was considered sufficient to ensure meaningful longitudinal analysis (Khoo et al., 2006). Full results are 
reported in Table 3.

3.3. Multivariate multilevel analyses

First, the assumptions for multilevel modeling were checked. In particular, we explored scatterplots to determine whether the 
assumption of a linear relationship between the predictors and the outcomes could be accepted. We detected no clear evidence of non- 
linear relationships between variables. Second, we checked that Level 1 residuals were independent of Level 1 predictors. We checked 
this assumption via both scatterplots and correlations between residuals and predictors and no signs of dependency were detected. We 
also checked that Level 1 residuals were normally distributed; although the plots of the residuals showed that they did not perfectly 
follow a normal distribution, the violation appears to be mild. It is commonly accepted that the use of the maximum likelihood robust 
estimator (MLR) estimator is sufficiently able to account for non-normal distributions of the residuals (Field & Wilcox, 2017; Maas & 
Hox, 2004). Third, Level 2 residuals also were not correlated (via inspection of scatterplots) and histograms showed only mild deviance 
from normality (especially for Satisfaction with Friends).

An unconditional model was estimated to calculate how much variance of T2 peer victimization, internalizing problems, and 
satisfaction with friends existed at the individual- and class-level. Based on the intraclass correlation coefficients (ICC), it was esti
mated that 6.3% of the variation in peer victimization, 6.1% of the variation in internalizing problems, and 29.4% of the variation in 
satisfaction with friends were due to differences between classes. Based on the ICC values and an average classroom size of 20, 

Table 1 
Means, standard deviations, and correlations among variables at the individual level.

M SD Skewness Kurtosis 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Peer victimization T1 1.64 0.70 1.52 2.37 –
2. Peer victimization T2 1.67 0.70 1.36 1.73 0.56** –
3. Internalizing problems T1 2.75 0.93 0.32 − 0.40 0.29** 0.21** –
4. Internalizing problems T2 2.80 0.96 0.31 − 0.42 0.22** 0.26** 0.62** –
5. Satisfaction with friends T1 3.66 0.72 − 0.07 − 0.54 − 0.26** − 0.24** − 0.15** − 0.13** –
6. Satisfaction with friends T2 3.60 0.70 − 0.04 − 0.49 − 0.25** − 0.31** − 0.14** − 0.20** 0.59** –
7. Age at T1 13.68 1.16 0.07 − 0.71 − 0.11** − 0.02 0.05 0.08* − 0.31** − 0.34**

*p < .01. **p < .001.
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estimated design effects were 2.20 for peer victimization, 2.16 for internalizing problems, and 6.59 for satisfaction with friends, further 
supporting the appropriateness of adopting a multilevel analytical framework (Peugh, 2010).

Table 4 and Fig. 1 summarize the results of the full multilevel model. The amount of variance explained at the individual level was 
32.5% for peer victimization, 37.1% for internalizing problems, and 22.5% for satisfaction with friends. At the class level, the variance 
explained was 61.4% for peer victimization, 91.2% for internalizing problems, and 93.4% for satisfaction with friends.

Findings at the individual level showed that the three outcomes were moderately stable over the course of the school year. After 
controlling for their stability, T2 peer victimization was positively predicted by age (b = 0.10, SE = 0.05, p = .027; PRV = 1%) and by 
internalizing problems (b = 0.05, SE = 0.02, p = .008; PRV = 0.7%) and negatively predicted by satisfaction with friends (b = − 0.11, 
SE = 0.03, p < .001; PRV = 1.6%). T2 internalizing problems were higher among female adolescents (b = 0.30, SE = 0.06, p < .001; 
PRV = 3.1%) and were positively predicted by peer victimization (b = 0.11, SE = 0.03, p = .001; PRV = 0.7%). Finally, T2 satisfaction 
with friends was negatively predicted by peer victimization (b = − 0.16, SE = 0.03, p < .001; PRV = 3.6%).

At the class-level, peer victimization in spring was found to be more likely in school classes with lower levels of satisfaction with 

Table 2 
Means, standard deviations, and correlations among variables at the class level.

M SD Skewness Kurtosis 1 2 3 4 5

1. Class-level peer victimization T1 1.65 0.22 1.14 2.64 –
2. Class-level peer victimization T2 1.67 0.25 0.42 − 0.09 0.54*** –
3. Class-level internalizing problems T1 2.75 0.33 − 0.62 0.80 0.28* 0.09 –
4. Class-level internalizing problems T2 2.80 0.34 − 0.07 0.03 0.13 0.10 0.75** –
5. Class-level satisfaction with friends T1 3.69 0.39 − 0.43 − 1.17 0.22 − 0.11 − 0.06 − 0.12 –
6. Class-level satisfaction with friends T2 3.61 0.41 − 0.19 − 1.09 0.18 − 0.19 − 0.13 − 0.19 0.89***

Note. N = 67.
* p < .05.
** p < .001.

Table 3 
Fit indices for longitudinal invariance tests.

Model χ2 df CFI ΔCFI RMSEA ΔRMSEA SRMR ΔSRMR

Configural invariance 1666.12 372 0.916 – 0.051 – 0.061 –
Metric invariance 1794.69 383 0.909 0.007 0.052 0.001 0.064 0.003
Scalar invariance 1873.29 398 0.904 0.005 0.052 0.000 0.064 0.000
Strict invariance 2559.39 413 0.861 0.043 0.062 0.010 0.112 0.048

Table 4 
Summary of multivariate multilevel modeling.

Peer victimization (T2) Internalizing problems (T2) Satisfaction with friends (T2)

b SE z p b SE z p b SE z p

Individual Level (T1) (fixed effects)
Intercept 1.70 0.03 59.07 < 0.001 2.66 0.04 66.44 < 0.001 3.62 0.02 142.4 < 0.001
Age 0.10 0.05 2.22 0.027 − 0.00 0.04 − 0.06 0.952 − 0.06 0.05 − 1.40 0.162
Gender (0 = M, 1 = F) − 0.07 0.04 − 1.63 0.103 0.30 0.06 5.14 < 0.001 − 0.02 0.04 − 0.49 0.626
Immigrant backgrounda − 0.04 0.03 − 1.62 0.105 0.08 0.05 1.78 0.075 0.02 0.05 0.45 0.653
Peer victimization 0.50 0.04 13.22 < 0.001 0.11 0.03 3.26 0.001 − 0.16 0.03 − 5.03 < 0.001
Internalizing problems 0.05 0.02 2.67 0.008 0.55 0.03 20.87 < 0.001 − 0.02 0.02 − 0.91 0.364
Satisfaction with friends − 0.11 0.03 − 3.91 < 0.001 − 0.04 0.05 − 0.83 0.406 0.37 0.07 4.96 < 0.001

Class Level (T1) (fixed effects)
Grade − 0.02 0.03 − 0.90 0.366 0.00 0.02 0.05 0.958 − 0.01 0.02 − 0.37 0.713
Class-level ethnic diversity 0.09 0.15 0.63 0.527 0.10 0.13 0.83 0.405 − 0.35 0.17 − 2.03 0.043
Class-level victimization 0.64 0.09 7.00 < 0.001 − 0.16 0.11 − 1.56 0.118 0.04 0.11 0.35 0.728
Class-level internalizing problems − 0.00 0.09 − 0.04 0.971 0.71 0.08 8.76 < 0.001 − 0.06 0.08 − 0.74 0.460
Class-level satisfaction with friends − 0.19 0.07 − 2.66 0.008 − 0.03 0. − 0.43 0.670 0.93 0.05 17.72 < 0.001

Variance components (random effects)
Residual 0.30 0.02 14.29 < 0.001 0.53 0.03 19.33 < 0.001 0.27 0.02 14.11 < 0.001
Intercept 0.02 0.01 2.93 0.003 0.00 0.01 0.65 0.515 0.01 0.00 2.26 0.024
Residual – unconditional model 0.45 0.03 14.09 < 0.001 0.86 0.04 19.17 < 0.001 0.34 0.02 15.77 < 0.001
Intercept – unconditional model 0.03 0.01 3.74 < 0.001 0.06 0.02 3.06 0.002 0.15 0.02 7.53 < 0.001
R2 

individual level 0.32 0.37 0.22
R2 

class level 0.61 0.91 0.93

Note. b = unstandardized estimates from multilevel modeling; -2LLunconditional model = 8210.6, number of free parameters = 9; − 2LLtwo-level model =

6133.9, number of free parameters = 55.
a 0 = Italian background, 1 = immigrant background.
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friends in the fall (b = − 0.19, SE = 0.07, p = .008; PRV = 15%). For T2 internalizing problems, after controlling for their stability at the 
class-level, no significant predictor emerged. Finally, T2 satisfaction with friends was negatively predicted by class ethnic diversity (b 
= − 0.35, SE = 0.17, p = .043; PRV = 9.1%), suggesting that students were less satisfied with friends in classes with higher percentages 
of students with immigrant backgrounds.

As a final step, we explored whether any of the slopes varied across classrooms, which would suggest that one or more individual- 
level associations are different (i.e., stronger or weaker) in different classroom contexts. The only slope that varied significantly across 
classes referred to the association between T1 and T2 peer victimization (variance estimate = 0.03, p = .002). The cross-level 
interaction analysis however did not yield statistically significant effects.

4. Discussion

Although widely acknowledged that there is a significant association between being victimized by peers and experiencing inter
nalizing problems, there is less agreement about the timing and nature of this link. Furthermore, few studies have examined the 
relationship between victimization at school and satisfaction with friends, and even fewer have explored the combined impact of peer 
victimization on both mental health (specifically, an increase in internalizing problems) and social well-being (specifically, a decrease 
in satisfaction with friends). To our knowledge, this study is one of the few to investigate the short-term longitudinal associations 
between peer victimization, internalizing problems, and satisfaction with friends over the span of a single school year.

4.1. Individual-level associations

Consistent with our hypotheses, previous studies (Christina et al., 2021), and the transactional model (Zimmer-Gembeck, 2016), a 
small bidirectional link between peer victimization and internalizing problems emerged. That is, students who reported to be targets of 
peer victimization in the fall reported higher levels of internalizing problems in the spring; at the same time, adolescents with more 
internalizing problems at the beginning of the school year were also more likely to be victimized 6 months later. The size of these 
effects clearly depends on the fact that we controlled for the stability of each outcome as well as the coexistence of multiple predictors 
in the same model that contribute to explain the outcome variation. Although small in magnitude, these effects are comparable to what 
has been found in previous meta-analytic works (Christina et al., 2021). Importantly, these associations held after accounting for the 
role of satisfaction with friends. These findings align with the literature about the longitudinal consequences of peer victimization 
experiences for adolescents' mental health. Consistent with the interpersonal risk model (e.g., Epkins & Heckler, 2011; Schwartz et al., 

Fig. 1. Results of the multivariate multilevel modeling. 
Note. For sake of clarity, only statistically significant unstandardized coefficients are reported. 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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2015; Ttofi et al., 2011), the predictive power of peer victimization for internalizing problems confirms that repeated victimization by 
peers at school is a major source of personal stress impacting adolescents' health (Swearer & Hymel, 2015). In addition, being the target 
of peer aggression can evoke feelings of shame, fear, embarrassment, and depression (Hamilton et al., 2013; Irwin et al., 2019), 
especially during early to middle adolescence, which is a critical time for self-esteem and identity formation (Rapee et al., 2019). 
Therefore, experiences of peer abuse can lead to negative beliefs and self-judgments, exerting a detrimental impact on self-esteem and 
mental health.

Conversely, theoretical explanations of the connection between existing internalizing problems and later victimization, such as the 
symptoms-driven model (e.g., Kochel et al., 2012), highlight individual vulnerabilities that may increase the likelihood of becoming a 
target of peer victimization (Luchetti & Rapee, 2014; Schacter & Juvonen, 2017). Such vulnerabilities may include dysfunctional 
thoughts and behaviors commonly associated with internalizing problems, such as ineffective management of emotions, withdrawal 
from social interactions, excessive fearfulness, and avoidance (e.g., Iannello et al., 2024; Rubin et al., 2009). Additionally, adolescents 
experiencing internalizing problems are often perceived by their peers as less socially skilled and less likable, thus becoming more 
susceptible to being targeted by peer aggressors (Grover et al., 2007). In other words, adolescents who exhibit internalizing problems 
often display certain traits and actions that may portray them as vulnerable and incapable of defending themselves, making them 
susceptible to aggression.

It is important to note that in the present analyses, the longitudinal link from peer victimization to internalizing problems was twice 
as strong as the reversed link. This may suggest that victimization experiences play a greater role in predicting subsequent internalizing 
problems than vice versa. However, this conclusion is certainly not definitive, and caution should be exerted in this interpretation, 
especially considering the age of our sample. There is likely some degree of continuity of both the experience of peer victimization and 
the manifestation of internalizing problems, which began prior to the beginning of our study, for a significant number of adolescents. 
Future studies with multiple waves of data collection over multiple years could provide more precise information about the long-term, 
reciprocal interplay between peer victimization and mental health.

Regarding satisfaction with friends, a small, reciprocal association with peer victimization emerged. Importantly, this link was 
significant after accounting for the role of internalizing problems. That is, peer victimization experienced at the beginning of the school 
year was predictive of poorer satisfaction with friends at the end; at the same time, perceiving less satisfaction with friends in the fall 
was associated with reporting higher victimization in the spring. In other terms, instances of peer victimization at school can 
significantly compromise the satisfaction derived from friendships. For example, victims can feel less protected by friends and may 
perceive the relationships with them of less quality, in terms of low intimacy, support, and validation (Parker & Asher, 1993). 
Conversely, cultivating positive relationships with a select few friends can serve as a protective factor against later victimization. 
Positive friendship relationship indeed can satisfy students' need for closeness and increase social support, making adolescents less 
vulnerable to peer victimization. These findings significantly add to the still small literature base about the links between victimization 
by peers and satisfaction with friends (Casper et al., 2020; Gini, Marino, et al., 2018), showing that this relationship is reciprocal and 
held over time, at least during this developmental stage and over the course of a short period of 6 months.

4.2. Class-level associations

At the class level, after accounting for the stability over time of the variables under study, peer victimization in the spring was found 
to be more likely in school classes with lower levels of satisfaction with friends in the fall. The average level of satisfaction with friends 
in the classroom, therefore, seems to act as good indicator of class climate, which ‘measures’ differences across classrooms in terms of 
quality of friendship relationships or, more broadly, student-student relationships. This is consistent with studies about the role of 
relational climate, showing that classrooms with more positive relational climate among students are contexts where peer victimi
zation is less likely to occur (Thornberg et al., 2017, 2018).

Moreover, between-class variability in satisfaction with friends at T2 was negatively predicted by class ethnic diversity, suggesting 
that students were less satisfied with friends in classes with higher percentages of students with immigrant backgrounds. Even though a 
direct test of the role of immigrant background and, at the class-level, ethnic diversity was not a goal of the present study, this result 
merits a brief discussion. Classes with a greater mix of students from different ethnic backgrounds provide more opportunities for the 
development of cross-ethnic friendships. These friendships have been linked to positive outcomes, such as reduced ethnic prejudice 
(Davies et al., 2011). Conversely, some evidence suggests that compared to friendships within the same ethnic group, cross-ethnic 
friendships tend to be less enduring (Jugert et al., 2013) and may be of lower quality (McGill et al., 2012), perhaps because they 
may afford less intimacy (Aboud et al., 2003). Moreover, research has shown that having a more ethnically diverse school environment 
leads to fewer friendships and weaker attachment to friends, even though this applied primarily to native adolescents rather than 
immigrant students (Demanet et al., 2012). This could, at least partly, explain why in our sample students in classes with higher ethnic 
diversity reported lower satisfaction with friends.

Finally, we explored whether there were any variations in the slopes across classrooms. The only slope that showed significant 
variation across classes was related to the association between T1 and T2 peer victimization. This suggested that the degree of stability 
of peer victimization throughout the school year may vary depending on the characteristics of the classroom environment. Unfor
tunately, the analysis of cross-level interaction did not provide clear outcomes regarding the factors that could explain this variability. 
It is likely that other classroom factors that were not considered in this study (e.g., teachers' attitudes towards peer victimization and 
teachers' intervention strategies, class moral climate, class self-efficacy for intervention) play a stronger role in this effect. This 
certainly presents an interesting avenue for future research on the stability of peer victimization.
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4.3. Limitations

A limitation of this study was the relatively short period between the first and second data collection waves. Although the study 
makes a significant contribution by examining the associations of interest at both individual and class levels over time, the conclusions 
drawn from our findings are restricted to a span of approximately 6 months. Because we did not collect data in multiple waves 
spanning several years, we were unable to analyze the trajectories of peer victimization and conduct more comprehensive tests on how 
the associations between peer victimization, internalizing problems, and satisfaction with friends evolve over a longer timeframe. It is 
recommended that future research expands beyond a single school year and potentially tracks adolescents over multiple years to gain a 
deeper understanding of these dynamics. Moreover, future research could also employ alternative analytical approaches, including 
cross-lagged structural equation modeling.

Another limitation is that all variables were assessed through self-report measures. It is important to acknowledge that self-report 
data may be influenced by social desirability bias, although it is sometimes the most suitable or only option for researchers. The 
research questions of the present study focused on personal experiences and perceptions of students, and only individuals themselves 
can provide insight into such variables. However, alternative measures (e.g., peer nominations, peer ratings) could be utilized 
alongside self-reports to assess peer victimization. Solely relying on peer nominations to assess peer victimization may not always be 
completely reliable as students may not accurately report their peers' victimization experiences, particularly in situations where 
victimization involves more covert behavior that only the individual may be aware of. Nevertheless, it would be important to validate 
the findings of this study through longitudinal research that incorporates multiple sources of information regarding students' 
victimization experiences. Additionally, the reliability of the satisfaction with friends scores was quite low in this sample, even though 
this measure has been already used with samples of Italian adolescents and has shown good psychometric properties. In future studies, 
it would be valuable to include more comprehensive measures of friendship quality beyond just satisfaction with friends to obtain a 
more comprehensive understanding.

Moreover, it is worth noting that the data for this study were collected within a specific cultural context (i.e., Italian school classes). 
Therefore, the conclusions drawn from our findings may not necessarily be applicable to other contexts. For instance, in countries 
where students move across classes and regularly interact with a much larger group of students beyond their own class, researchers 
might find it more meaningful to consider the entire school as a microsystem. Related to this, we performed multilevel analysis 
focusing on the class-level, whereas we did not analyze school-level variables, also due to the limited number of schools and the small 
number of classes per school. Future investigations should try to also test school-level effects on the variables under study. Also related 
to the class-level analysis, not all classes had 100% participation. This is a common issue in studies such as this that might have an 
impact on the computation of the aggregate class variables. Even though the number of non-participants was rather small, it is possible 
that in some classes parents did not give consent for their children's participation because of factors relevant for this study, such as 
higher rates of victimization. Without data on non-participants, it is impossible to know if this situation occurred. Using alternative 
measures alongside self-reports to gather information on non-participants (e.g., peer nominations, peer ratings) could help control for 
this potential bias.

Finally, caution is necessary when interpreting the results given the size of the key effects of the study. As one would expect, much 
of the variance of the T2 outcomes was explained by the relative T1 score, whereas the significant predictors explained only a small 
amount of the remaining variance of the outcomes 6 months later. This is a common pattern that emerges in longitudinal studies 
(Adachi & Willoughby, 2015; Orth et al., 2024). However, it should be noted that the magnitude of the associations obtained in the 
present study is consistent with the size of findings from meta-analyses conducted on longitudinal studies (e.g., Reijntjes et al., 2010; 
van Geel et al., 2018) and are comparable to empirical benchmarks for effect sizes in longitudinal research across different fields of 
psychology (Orth et al., 2024) that are commonly considered of theoretical and practical interest.

4.4. Implications

Despite these limitations, the findings of this study have important implications for school psychologists and educators. First, they 
emphasize the importance of addressing peer victimization and the significance of helping students who are targets of victimization by 
their peers as these issues have been linked to negative effects on their mental and social well-being. Therefore, these findings un
derscore the necessity of implementing school-based programs to reduce instances of peer victimization throughout the entire school 
community. Interventions to reduce victimization are commonly conducted at the universal level and they usually embrace inter
vention activities at different levels (Hensums et al., 2023; Swearer et al., 2010), including the whole school (e.g., anti-bullying 
policies, staff training, school assemblies, playground supervision), the classroom (e.g., classroom rules, curricular activities to 
raise students awareness, classroom lessons to foster students' social-emotional skills, peer support and peer education), and small 
groups or single individuals (e.g., Support Group method, disciplinary methods). However, these broad interventions are not always 
effective in reducing peer victimization and its consequences, especially during adolescence (Gaffney et al., 2019; Hensums et al., 
2023; Ttofi & Farrington, 2011).

Conversely, initiatives aimed at mitigating internalizing problems are frequently implemented as focused interventions and have 
yielded more substantial outcomes than universal interventions (Werner-Seidler et al., 2017). Students who are identified as victims of 
peer harassment would greatly benefit from being promptly referred to school psychologists or other professionals for further eval
uation that may allow for targeted interventions and appropriate support systems to be implemented (Salmivalli, 2023). Therefore, it is 
important to implement intervention programs that can address both victimization and internalizing problems as such an approach can 
have mutually beneficial effects (Rapee et al., 2020). That is, although school-wide programs tend to focus more on socio-contextual 
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risk factors for peer victimization (e.g., poor school climate and supervision, negative peer group norms, lack of bystander inter
vention), it is also important that schools try to reduce peer victimization and its negative impact on students' well-being by addressing 
‘internal’ risk factors, such as the emotional and behavioral reactions of victims (Hernandez Rodriguez et al., 2020; Luchetti & Rapee, 
2014; Thornberg, 2015). Reducing these risks should directly decrease the occurrence of victimization or allow for more adaptive 
coping, thus mitigating victims' maladjustment. In other words, peer victimization could be reduced by increasing students' resilience, 
teaching social and emotional skills, or decreasing emotional distress (DeRosier & Marcus, 2005; Rapee et al., 2020); however, there is 
still limited empirical support for the efficacy of this kind of intervention particularly because of the difficulties in implementing real- 
world trials (Rapee et al., 2020). In addition, Gregus et al. (2020) recently proposed that persistent victims need additional support 
tailored to their specific difficulties. Psychoeducational programs may be used to increase students' knowledge of how negative 
thinking styles (e.g., rumination) work, make them more aware of their own use of such styles in everyday situations, and teach them 
how to challenge metacognitive beliefs and possible alternative strategies to deal with stressful peer relationships and related negative 
feelings (Gini et al., 2019). When clinical treatment would be deemed necessary for victimized youth, clinicians should consider using 
metacognitive therapy to help them interrupt perseverative thinking and free valuable cognitive resources needed for effective 
problem-solving (Wells & Simons, 2009).

Finally, this study further supports the importance of the student-student relationship and identifies the quality of peer relation
ships within the classroom microsystem as a crucial factor. Recognizing the reciprocal association between peer victimization and 
satisfaction with friends suggests the potential role of positive friendship relationships as a protective factor against victimization. 
School-based programs and interventions should, therefore, emphasize the cultivation of positive and supportive friendships as a 
means of reducing vulnerability to peer victimization (Casper et al., 2020). Educators and psychologists should also be aware of the 
impact of victimization on friendship satisfaction and proactively address these issues to foster a healthier social environment. This 
requires considering the key role of social exclusion in chronic victimization (Gregus et al., 2020; Steggerda et al., 2024). Peer 
victimization is often perpetuated by stigma, exclusion, and self-blame. These factors trap targeted individuals in isolation, preventing 
them from forming positive social connections that could help break the cycle (Thornberg, 2015). School interventions should address 
this social exclusion and reintegrate targeted individuals into the broader social network, using strategies that challenge the 
marginalization of these students and disrupt the social narratives that support their continued victimization (Gregus et al., 2020). 
Such interventions should provide more opportunities for quality contact between victims and peers (Gregus et al., 2020), such as 
classroom actions that aim to help students become more socially accepting and inclusive of disliked peers (Mikami et al., 2013, 2020). 
Another example of classroom activity that teachers could use to promote the quality of students' peer relationships is cooperative 
learning, which is a teaching strategy that encourages peers to support each other, share resources, and use prosocial skills to complete 
assignments (Roseth et al., 2008). Implementing cooperative learning regularly during the school year can help reduce peer victim
ization and stress among socially marginalized youth and improve peer relatedness (e.g., feelings of acceptance and importance; Van 
Ryzin & Roseth, 2018). Finally, schools may implement mentoring programs where mentors work to increase positive interactions 
between mentees and schoolmates, enhance mentees' social reputation among schoolmates, and promote a positive, prosocial group 
identity among mentees and schoolmates (Craig et al., 2016).

Thus, this study provides valuable insights regarding the complex relationships between peer victimization, internalizing problems, 
and satisfaction with friends among adolescents. The identified bidirectional links highlight the need for multifaceted interventions 
that address both the social dynamics of victimization and the individual vulnerabilities associated with internalizing problems, ul
timately fostering a supportive and healthy school environment.
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