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ABSTRACT

This study aimed to test the hypothesis that peer victimization in middle childhood predicts
emotional problems in adolescents. The sample consisted of 1,000 students administrated at age
8 (wave 1) who were followed for seven years (wave 2). The peer victimization measures
included one item derived from Goodman’s Strength and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ)
(wave 1) and nine other items developed by Young Lives’ researchers (wave 2). The emotional
problems measure used in both waves is SDQ’s Emotional Symptoms Subscale. Primary
caregivers reported these measures at wave 1 and the children themselves reported at wave 2.
Results revealed that current emotional problems significantly mediate the link between peer
victimization and later emotional problems.
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Peer victimization is the experience that children undergo when they are chronically victimized
by other children’s aggressive behavior, such as bullying, teasing or harassment, at or out of
school (Hawker & Boulton, 2000; Goodman et al, 2001). Evidence suggests that peer
victimization is associated with emotional problems in both cross-sectional and longitudinal
relationships. Regarding the former, for instance, in a meta-analytic review of cross-sectional
studies, Hawker & Boulton (2000) indicated that peer victimization positively correlated with
some forms of emotional problems such as depression and anxiety. Regarding the latter, peer
victimization also has long-term negative effects on children’s emotions (Reijntjes et al., 2010).
More specifically, peer victimization causes some forms of emotional problems longitudinally,
from mild forms such as emotional symptoms manifested in a one-year follow-up (Malti et al.,
2009), to severe forms such as anxiety and depression symptoms manifested two years later
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(Hanish & Guerra, 2002). However, the effects of peer victimization on emotional problems
appear inconsistent across longitudinal studies. Some studies have revealed that children who
suffer from victimization in childhood are more likely to experience emotional problems in
adolescence (e.g., Zwierzynska et al., 2013; Kumpulainen & Rdasénen, 2000) while other studies
have not found evidence to support this link (e.g., Klomek et al., 2008).

Although there are many studies indicating the associations between peer victimization and
emotional problems as mentioned above, research conducted in Vietnam on this topic is still
limited. Meanwhile, the problem of peer victimization has been on the rise in Vietnamese
schools in recent years. More specifically, a study by Hang and Tam (2013) revealed that peer
victimization increased rapidly from 8.0% in 2006 to 19.7% in 2009 in their research sample. So
far, there are several studies that stop at finding only the cross-sectional associations between
peer victimization and emotional problems in Vietnam. For example, among students in
Vietnamese secondary schools, Huong (2012) and Tran (2013) revealed significant cross-
sectional relationships between being exposed to some types of bullying with anxiety. However,
little is known about the long-term costs of peer victimization in the Vietnamese context. Thus,
to address this, the present study will look into the emotional effects of the peer victimization
phenomenon on Vietnamese school-aged children. Namely, the current study will dedicate to
investigate whether long-term emotional effects can be found among children in Vietnam.

To fully understand the longitudinal link between peer victimization and emotional problems
mentioned above, it is necessary to find out which factors contribute to that association. One
factor explaining longitudinal effects might be that victims develop emotional problems during
the bullying episodes and then retain these emotional problems over time, suggesting that the
bullying should be considered an emotional scar from which it is hard to recover. Victims of
bulling may develop emotional problems if they have some emotion problems, such as feeling
isolated, at the same time of being bullied (e.g., Newman et al., 2005). At the same time,
literature has articulated that emotional problems mediate the cross-sectional association and
longitudinal link between peer victimization and maladjustments (e.g., Hoglund & Leadbeater,
2007; Baker & Bugay, 2011; McLaughlin et al., 2009). Based on these empirical evidences, it is
reasonable to suggest that current emotional problems which co-occur with peer victimization
may mediate the longitudinal relationship between this peer victimization and later emotional
problems. The present research will investigate the mediation role of concurrent emotional
problems and the longitudinal links between the peer victimization predictor and the outcome of
later emotional problems in Vietnamese children.

In addition to investigating the mediation role of concurrent emotional problems, exploring the
role of gender is useful to understanding the association between peer victimization and
emotional problems. However, it is necessary to note that there is inconsistency among research
conducted outside Vietnam about gender as a factor that moderates both cross-sectional and
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longitudinal associations between peer victimization and emotional problems. For example, in
some cross-sectional studies, researchers found that being bullied predicts depression among
boys (e.g., Kaltiala-Heino et al., 2010), while others revealed that there is no gender effect in this
association (e.g., Rudolph et al., 2011). Similarly, in some longitudinal studies, there is mixed
evidence about whether gender significantly moderate the links between the two factors (e.g.,
Snyder et al, 2003; Goodman et al., 2001). In contrast with the many peer victimization research
projects conducted in Western countries which discuss gender roles, there is little research of the
role of gender in peer victimization in Vietnam. Utilizing a longitudinal approach, the present
study is dedicated to examining the influence of gender on both cross-sectional and longitudinal
links between peer victimization and emotional problems among Vietnamese children.

THE CURRENT STUDY

The present study aimed to investigate the links between peer victimization and emotional
problems in an eight-year follow-up study with two waves in Vietnamese children. First, we
examined cross-sectional associations between peer victimization and emotional problems at
both waves. Second, we determined whether peer victimization at age 8 (peer victimization at
wave 1, PV1) would predict emotional problems at age 15 (emotional problems at wave 2, EP2).
Moreover, we investigated whether the effect of PV1 on EP2 was mediated by emotional
problems at age 8 (emotional problems at wave 1, EP1). Finally, we examined the effect of
gender in the associations between peer victimization and emotional problems. Based on our
current study and on the existing research corpus, we expected to find that: (1) there are
significant cross-sectional associations between peer victimization and emotional problems at
both waves; (2) peer victimization significantly predicts emotional problems across time; (3)
emotional problems at wave 1 is a mediating factor that significantly mediates the longitudinal
link between peer victimization at wave 1 and emotional problems at wave 2 (indirect link). We
also wanted to explore whether both cross-sectional and longitudinal relationships are affected
by gender. The results from this study would give us a better understanding about the long-term
emotional consequences of peer victimization in Vietnam.

METHOD

To address the aim of the current study, we used data collected in an international study of
childhood poverty which is the Young Lives study, involving 12,000 children over fifteen years
in four countries, including Vietnam. More specifically, the study followed two cohorts of
children in each country during the fifteen-year span. They include 1,000 children born in 2001
or 2002 and 2,000 children born in 1994 or 1995. In Vietnam, the Young Lives study measured
the childhood wellbeing of the two cohorts in addition to economic, social, physical and
demographic aspects in different geographical areas of the country. The Young Lives study
administered a variety of questionnaires covering many topics, including the issue of peer
victimization and emotional problems, to the older cohort (Tuan et al., 2003; Thang et al., 2011).
The dataset relates to peer victimization and emotional problems was utilized because it fits the
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purpose of the current research. The Young Lives dataset is available from the UK Data Service,
which we obtained from UK Data Service as a data file named “SN7483” (Boyden, 2014). As a
result, we had a database that contains information on older cohort who were evaluated in a
seven-year follow-up period, from age 8 (wave 1) to age 15 (wave 2).

Participants

The participants from the older cohort (born in 1994 or 1995) were followed in two waves. More
specifically, there were 1,000 children in total (50.2% boys) in the survey in wave 1 (Tuan et al.,
2003; Thang et al., 2011). However, the number reduced to 976 children (49.3% boys) in wave 2
of the survey. The age of children was 8-years-old in the first wave and 15-years-old in the
second wave (Tuan et al., 2003). The primary caregivers reported on the questionnaire about
their children in the first wave (97.2% females). Most of the caregivers who reported on the
questionnaire about their children in the first wave (95.4%) were the children’s biological
mothers. The rest of the reporters were grandmothers (1.5%), fathers (2.4%), aunts/uncles
(0.2%), and other (0.2%). Children reported for themselves on the questionnaire in the second
wave. According to the dataset from the Young Lives study (Boyden, 2014), almost all of these
children attended formal school (98.8%) and most of them attended public school (99.9%).
79.3% of the children’s families were economically comfortable (managed to get by), while
12.2% of the families were economically disadvantaged (never had quite enough for living).
Although Young Lives conducted their Vietnamese study using a largely economically
disadvantaged sample, Thang et al. (2011) indicated that their data sample represents a wide
socioeconomic variety of Vietnamese children and that their sample can be used as “an
appropriate and valuable instrument for analyzing correlates and causal relations, and for
modeling child welfare and its longitudinal dynamics in Vietnam” (p. 22).

Measures

Peer victimization

At age 8, peer victimization was measured by only one item: “Picked on or bullied by other
children”. This item was derived from the Goodman’s Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire,
abbreviated SDQ (Tuan et al., 2003) with three response options ranging from Not true,
Somewhat true to Certainly true. This individual item belongs to the peer relationship problem
subscale of the SDQ and the scale had not been validated in Vietnamese population (Tran et al.,
2003) at that time. This item was answered by the children’s primary caregivers.

At age 15, nine items developed by Young Lives researchers (Thang et al., 2011) were used to
measure peer victimization including: 1) Called you names or sworn at you; 2) Tried to get you
into trouble with your friends; 3) Took something without permission or stole things from you;
4) Made fun of you for some reasons; 5) Made you uncomfortable by staring at you for a long
time; 6) Punched, kicked or beat you up; 7) Hurt you physically in some way; 8) Tried to break
or damaged something of yours; 9) Refused to talk to you or made other people not talk to you.
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These items were rated in a 4-point Likert scale ranging from Never, Once, 2-3 times to 4 or
more times. In the current study, Cronbach’s Alpha for these nine items was acceptable (o =
0.78). These items were reported by children.

Emotional problems

Emotional problems at both waves were also measured by the emotional symptoms subscale of
the SDQ (Tran et al., 2003). Regarding wave 1, children’s main care givers were asked to report
on their child’s emotional problems by answering the items in the subscale. There were five
items in the subscale including: 1) Often complains of headaches, stomach aches or sickness; 2)
Many worries, often seems worried; 3) Often unhappy, downhearted or tearful; 4) Nervous or
clingy in new situations; and 5) Many fears, easily scared. These items were answered by
primary caregivers in a 3-point Likert scale ranging from Not true, Somewhat true to Certainly
true. In the current study, Cronbach’s Alpha for these items was slightly low (o = 0.63).

At age 15, because the respondents changed from primary caregivers to the children themselves,
there were some changes in the wording of the SDQ’s emotional symptoms subscale. Namely,
they are: 1) You worry a lot; 2) You get a lot of headaches, stomach aches or sickness; 3) You
are often unhappy, downhearted or tearful; 4) You are nervous in new situations; 5) You have
many fears, you are easily scared. Children reported on these items with three options ranging
from Not true for me, A little true for me to Certainly true for me. The reliability of this subscale
for the present study was slightly slow with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients a = 0.67.

RESULTS

Descriptive results
Preliminary descriptive statistics about peer victimization and emotional problems at both waves
for the total sample data are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics, t-test about peer victimization and emotional problems at both
waves.

Gender
Mean(SD) Mean Males (SD) | Mean Females (SD) est
PV1 1.91 (0.88) 1.90 (0.87) 1.91(0.89) 0.06
EP1 9.02(2.68 8.88(2.59) 9.17(2.27) 1.69
PV2 11.99(3.75) 12.01(3.90) 11.98(3.60 -0.15
EP2 8.64(2.16) 8.25(2.10) 9.01(2.15) 551

Note. **p <.01, ***p <.001; PV1 = Peer victimization at wave 1; EP1 = Emotional problems at
wave 1; PV2 = Peer Victimization at wave 2; EP2 = Emotional problems at wave 2
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Cross-sectional associations

We tested correlations between peer victimization and emotional problems at both waves.
Results showed that peer victimization positively correlates with emotional problem in two
cross-sectional associations at two time points (Table 2).

Table 2. Correlations between peer victimization and emotional problems at both waves

PV1 EP1 PV2 EP2
PV1 1
EP1 .337 1
PV2 .01 .00 1
EP2 .03 107 35 1

Note. **p <.01, ***p <.001; PV1 = Peer victimization at wave 1; EP1 = Emotional problems at
wave 1; PV2 = Peer Victimization at wave 2; EP2 = Emotional problems at wave 2

Longitudinal association and mediation effect

To determine both 1) a longitudinal link between peer victimization and emotional problems and
2) a mediation role of concurrent emotional problems which co-occur at the same time with peer
victimization, analysis was made with peer victimization at wave 1 (PV1) as the risk factor,
emotional problems at wave 2 (EP2) as the outcome and emotional problems at wave 1 (EP1) as
the mediator. Results of the analysis is presented in Figure 1

EP1

97 .08~

.002 (.08)

PV1 EP2
—>

Note. **p <.01, ***p <.001; PV1 = Peer victimization at wave 1; EP1 = Emotional problems at wave 1;
EP2 = Emotional problems at wave 2. The values in the figure reflect unstandardized regression weights.
Figure 1. The final mediation model for emotional problems.

As Figure 1 illustrated, peer victimization at wave 1 did not significantly predict emotional
problems at wave 2 (5 =.002, p = .99, ns). However, peer victimization was found to positively
correlate with emotional problems at wave 1 (5 = .97, p <.001) which, in turn, was positively
predicted emotional problems at wave 2 (8 = .08, p <.01).

In the full mediation model, the relationship between current peer victimization at wave 1 and
emotional problems at wave 2 was mediated by emotional problems at wave 1. The
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unstandardized indirect effect was .08 (.97 x .08). Bootstrapping procedures were used to test the
significance of this indirect effect. Unstandardized indirect effects were calculated for each of
10,000 bootstrapped samples. The bootstrapped unstandardized indirect effect was .08 with 95%
confidence interval ranging from .03 to .13. As a result, emotional problems at wave 1
significantly mediated the longitudinal link between peer victimization at wave 1 and emotional
problems at wave 2.

Gender effects

We examined the moderator role of gender in cross-sectional associations between peer
victimization and emotional problems at both waves. Although there was a significant gender
difference in emotional problems seen in wave 2 (Table 1), gender did not significantly moderate
the association between peer victimization and emotional problems at wave 1 (p=.09, ns) and
wave 2 (p=.30, ns). Gender was also found not to moderate the longitudinal link between peer
victimization at wave 1 and emotional problems at wave 2, (p=.23, ns).

DISCUSSION

This current study aimed to investigate the long-term cost of peer victimization on emotional
problems in Vietnamese children. We hypothesized that there were significant associations
between peer victimization and emotional problems both between and within waves. In addition,
we expected that emotional problems that co-occur with peer victimization would significantly
mediate the longitudinal link between peer victimization and later emotional problems. We also
predicted that gender would moderate the associations between peer victimization and emotional
problems at both cross-sectional relationships and longitudinal link. To test these hypotheses, we
used bivariate correlation, mediation and moderation analysis in the current study. Some
hypotheses have been confirmed in the present study. Namely, the results from the current study
confirm that peer victimization and emotional problems positively correlated at both waves.
However, we found no evidence to support the longitudinal link between peer victimization and
emotional problems as hypothesized in the current study, as current peer victimization did not
significantly predict emotional problems over time. In line with our predictions, current
emotional problems were found to significantly mediate the longitudinal link between current
peer victimization and later emotional problems. With regard to gender effect, no significant
evidence was found to confirm the hypothesis that gender significant moderated the associations
between peer victimization and emotional problems at both cross-sectional relationships and
longitudinal link. One possible explanation for these results is that both sexes experienced peer
victimization and emotional problems equally in most cases except for emotional problems at
wave 2.

The cross-sectional correlations between peer victimization and emotional problems in the
present study align with the literature indicating that peer victimization is associated with

emotional problems (e.g., Hawker & Boulton, 2000). These results are also consistent with
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Vietnamese studies (e.g., Tran, 2013; Huong et al., 2012). However, this study differed from the
studies of Tran (2013) and Huong et al. (2012) in that we considered the cross-sectional
associations between peer victimization and emotional problems in a larger population of
children over different cohorts, from middle childhood (age 8) to early adolescence (age 15). Our
findings provide empirical evidence to support the cross-sectional association of peer
victimization and emotional problems throughout the course of development among Vietnamese
children.

While peer victimization positively correlated with emotional problems in both cross-sectional
relationships, it did not significantly predict emotional problems seven years later. This finding is
in line with those of Snyder et al. (2003), and Malti et al. (2010), which revealed that peer
victimization does not predict emotional symptoms in children in the long-term. However,
Snyder et al. (2003) and Malti et al. (2010) reported that increases in peer victimization predicts
emotional symptoms in boys. One reason why we could not replicate the latter effect, might have
been the use of different informants between the two waves: student’s main caregivers as
opposed to students themselves, which typically do not highly correlate (e.g., Lewis et al., 2014;
Lehre et al., 2011). In addition, differences in the measurement of peer victimization at the two
waves also make it difficult to examine this hypothesis. Finally, the long time between the
current study’s measurement waves might have resulted in low correlations.

Although these results suggest that peer victimization does not have a significant long-term
impact on children’s emotional development, the current study’s mediation analysis warrants
caution for such conclusions. More specifically, the emotional problems children experience in
association with peer victimization significantly mediate the longitudinal relationship between
the two factors. That is, peer victimization positively correlated to later emotional problems
through the mediating role of concurrent emotional problems. This finding is consistent with
prior research indicating emotional problems as risk factors that mediate the association between
peer victimization and emotional maladjustment (e.g., McLaughlin et al., 2009; Baker & Bugay,
2011). Consequently, it can be concluded that concurrent emotional problems were risk factors
that increase later emotional problems among children in Vietnam who have been bullied. As a
result, the current study contributes to the literature on the role of the social-cognitive process in
mediating the link between peer victimization and emotional adjustment problems in children
(Crick & Dodge, 1994; Hoglund & Leadbeater, 2007) through replicating it in a sample of
Vietnamese children. Namely, the emotional problems which are part of social-cognitive process
deeply affect children’s emotional adjustment (Crick & Dodge, 1994).

The final purpose of this study was to examine the effects of gender on the cross-sectional
relationships as well as the longitudinal association between peer victimization and emotional
problems. Although girls were found to report more emotional problems than boys at wave 2,
gender was not a significant moderator of the associations between peer victimization and

© The International Journal of Indian Psychology, ISSN 2348-5396 (e)| ISSN: 2349-3429 (p) | 150



Peer Victimization and Emotional Problems in Vietnamese Children: A Longitudinal Study

emotional problems on both the cross-sectional relationships and longitudinal link. These
findings add to the current body of evidence that finds no gender effect on the association
between peer victimization and emotional problems. This suggests that the emotional cost of
being bullied is comparable for boys and girls. This finding is important because it would mean
that interventions addressing the long-term cost of peer victimization on consequent emotional
problems should equally concentrate on both genders in Vietnam.

CONTRIBUTIONS AND LIMITATIONS

A strength of this paper is its relatively large sample size which allows results to be
representative of Vietnamese children. In addition, this study revealed that concurrent emotional
problems are the factors that increase the risk of additional emotional problems among children
bullied in Vietnam. This finding may be helpful for seeking interventions that address the long-
term effect of peer victimization by focusing on treatment of emotional problems for peer
victimized children.

Although the current study has several notable strengths which include the longitudinal approach
in a relatively large sample size, it is not without limitations. These limitations relate to the
reliability and validation of the research questionnaires. With regard to reliability, peer
victimization at wave 1 was only measured by one item. Meanwhile, literature expressed
concerns that a single item measure provides inadequate information to estimate measurement
properties (Mclver & Carmines, 1981).

With regard to validity, the scale used to measure peer victimization and emotional problems at
wave 1 had not been validated at the time that the survey was conducted with the Vietnamese
population (Tran et al., 2003). In addition, regarding the scale utilized to measure the two factors
at wave 2, no information related to their validity has been found so far. Therefore, it is
necessary to conduct further longitudinal studies which use scales featuring good psychometric
properties to investigate the association between the two factors. This will help provide more
sufficient evidence about the long-term cost of peer victimization in Vietnamese school settings.

Another limitation is the difference of the informants at each time point. More specifically, the
children’s primary caregivers were the respondents in the first wave while the children filled that
role in the second wave. Although there is evidence that reports from different informants have
equivalent validity in assessing childhood bullying (Shakoor et al., 2011), this limitation made it
difficult to compare peer victimization as well as emotional problems at wave 1 with those at
wave 2. Nevertheless, using multiple informants and still finding significant effects over such a
long time period are serious indicators that these results are underestimations rather than
overestimations of the actual effect size. In other words, these findings should be considered as
highly valuable in the debate on the long-lasting emotional damage children experience as a
result from being victimized by peers. Moreover, these findings should be an incentive to
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increase efforts to reduce peer victimization and to help its victims, not only in Vietnam, but also
globally.

CONCLUSION

The current study examined the long-term cost of peer victimization on emotional problems in a
longitudinal study about Vietnamese children. It revealed that peer victimization and emotional
problems in the Vietnamese context are two parallel problems during the course of development
from childhood to middle adolescence. In addition, current emotional problems were found to be
significant risk factors that cause peer victimization to have a significant impact on future
emotional problems. These findings indicate the need for additional studies. First, because the
social-cognitive process links peer victimization to emotional problems, it would be interesting
to conduct studies focusing on the effects of peer victimization on social-cognitive process and
how this process influences behavioral tendency among Vietnamese children. Second, findings
on the role of emotional problems suggest the need to implement research which focuses on
developing strategies for treating emotional problems in Vietnamese children over the course of
childhood development.
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