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This study examined the factors contributing to the self-reported use of social and overt aggression
among 745 10–14-year-old European American and Latino adolescents. Hierarchical multiple regres-
sion analyses showed that dispositional social evaluative anxiety was uniquely positively associated
with boys’ and girls’ social aggression and negatively associated with boys’ overt aggression. Mater-
nal psychological control was positively associated with overt aggression for all boys, but with social
aggression only for Latino boys. Although maternal psychological control also was associated with
girls’ use of overt aggression, this effect was stronger among older than among younger females. The
relationship between maternal psychological control and girls’ social aggression was mediated by
social evaluative anxiety. Implications for elevated levels of social evaluative anxiety are discussed
within a social cognitive theory perspective and for maternal psychological control within a social
learning theory perspective.

INTRODUCTION

A large literature documents the role of aggression
in negative individual and interpersonal outcomes. Tra-
ditionally, this literature has been dominated by studies
examining the determinants and consequences of physi-
cal and/or overt aggression. Because findings from these
studies showed that males are more physically aggressive
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than females, it was assumed that females were the non-
aggressive gender (Bjorkqvist, 1994). Recent studies have
challenged this assumption, providing evidence that fe-
males do use aggressive strategies. However, the form of
aggression typical of females differs from that of males.
Females tend to use more subtle, non-physical forms
of aggression, such as indirect aggression (Bjorkqvist et
al., 1992), relational aggression (Crick, 1996; Crick and
Grotpeter, 1995), or social aggression (Cairns et al., 1989;
Galen and Underwood, 1997).

Indirect aggression is defined as harming others
through covert or circuitous means (Bjorkqvist et al.,
1992). Covert behaviors, such as gossiping or rumor
spreading, are intended to maximize the perpetrator’s
anonymity and minimize the threat of retaliation. Re-
lational aggression is characterized by harming others
through purposeful manipulation of and damage to inter-
personal relationships (Crick, 1996; Crick and Grotpeter,
1995). In addition to indirect behaviors, relational aggres-
sion includes direct behaviors, such as excluding peers
from a group. Similarly, social aggression may be direct
or indirect, includes relationship manipulation, and has
been defined by Galen and Underwood (1997) as dam-
aging another’s self-esteem, social status, or both. Social
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aggression includes rumor spreading, social exclusion, as
well as non-verbal expressions such as making mean faces
and rolling eyes at others.

There is some debate regarding how similar indirect,
relational, and social aggression really are as well as which
term best captures the subtle, harmful behaviors character-
istic of females (see Bjorkqvist, 2001; Underwood et al.,
2001). Recent findings also question gender differences in
these forms of aggression (see Underwood et al., 2001).
Although some studies show that young girls are more
likely than boys to use relational as well as indirect aggres-
sion (Bjorkqvist, 1994; Crick, 1996; Crick and Grotpeter,
1995), others report no gender differences in relational or
social aggression (Galen and Underwood, 1997; Prinstein
et al., 2001), and some studies show that males are more
relationally aggressive than females (Loudin, Loukas, and
Robinson, 2003; Tomada and Schneider, 1997).

Discrepancies across studies may be due to the use of
varying methodologies including differences in method of
assessment (peer-, teacher-, or self-report, or third party
observations) and age of participants (see Underwood
et al., 2001). Gender difference findings also may vary
depending on the conceptualization of aggression as a
continuous or a categorical variable. Rys and Bear (1997),
for instance, found no gender differences when mean lev-
els of peer- and teacher-rated adolescent relational ag-
gression were examined. However, when aggression was
dichotomized into high and low categories (1 SD above
the mean = aggressive; else = non-aggressive), girls were
more likely than boys to be rated as relationally aggres-
sive. Boys were rarely classified as relationally aggressive
without also being classified as overtly aggressive. Boys
and girls may, therefore, engage in similar mean levels
of relational aggression but girls tend to use heightened
levels of this form of aggression exclusively.

Despite conflicting findings regarding gender dif-
ferences, more subtle forms of aggression can be
just as hurtful to their victims as physical aggression
(see Underwood et al., 2001). Moreover, elevated levels of
indirect/relational/social aggression have been associated
with poor interpersonal functioning and with psycholog-
ical maladjustment. The concurrent link between these
more subtle forms of aggression, depression, loneliness,
and peer rejection have been repeatedly demonstrated (see
Crick, 1996; Crick and Grotpeter, 1995; Prinstein et al.,
2001; Rys and Bear, 1997). Less well documented is the
etiology of these subtle, non-physical forms of aggression.
Relatively few studies have examined the factors that may
contribute to the use of indirect, relational, or social ag-
gression. Lack of research is particularly evident during
early adolescence (ages 10–14) when non-physical forms
of aggression are hypothesized to peak (see Cairns et al.,

1989). The purpose of the current study was to extend
existing research by examining the factors that may con-
tribute to social aggression in a sample of 10–14-year-old
Latino and European-American adolescents. Guided by
a developmental contextual framework, in which malad-
justment is viewed as resulting from the combined influ-
ences of contextual and individual-level variables (Lerner,
1989), we examined the contributions of maternal psycho-
logical control and dispositional social evaluative anxiety
to the use of social and overt aggression.

Parenting, long has been implicated in the develop-
ment of child physical and/or overt aggression. According
to social learning theory, children who are aggressive are
socialized by their parents to behave in such a manner
(Patterson, 1982). From this perspective, parenting prac-
tices also may play a central role in the use of social
aggression. Psychological control is one aspect of parent-
ing that may be salient to adolescent social aggression
because like social aggression, this form of parenting in-
cludes covert/hidden behaviors (Morris et al., 2002) and
is characterized by the manipulation of interpersonal re-
lationships (i.e., parent–child relationship). Defined as in-
truding upon, constraining, and manipulating the thoughts
and feelings of a child (Barber, 1996; Barber and Harmon,
2002), psychologically controlling parents may withdraw
love, invalidate feelings, and constrain verbal expressions
to control their children.

Hart et al. (1998) examined the role of maternal- and
paternal-rated psychological control in the overt and rela-
tional aggression of Russian preschool children. Although
maternal psychological control was correlated with child
overt aggression, neither maternal nor paternal psycholog-
ical control was correlated with relational aggression. In a
preliminary study, Nelson and Crick (2002) found that
father-rated psychological control was associated with
third-grade girls’ relational aggression and that mother-
rated psychological control was marginally associated
with girls’ use of overt aggression. The relations between
parent-rated psychological control and third-grade boys’
relational aggression and between maternal-rated psycho-
logical control and girls’ relational aggression were not
significant.

Although the limited existing studies do not provide
strong evidence for the role of parent psychological con-
trol in the use of relational aggression, further research
using older samples of children for whom psycholog-
ical control may be more relevant is needed. Because
psychological control may constrain identity formation,
this parenting style may have its greatest impact during
early adolescence, rather than the preschool or middle
childhood years, because it is during this period of de-
velopment that issues surrounding identity formation and
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individuation arise (Barber and Harmon, 2002). In fact,
the multiple transitions early adolescents face may exac-
erbate the role of psychological control on their outcomes
(e.g., Simmons and Blyth, 1987). Moreover, because this
form of parenting intrudes upon psychological autonomy,
the most appropriate informant likely is the recipient of the
psychologically controlling behaviors—the child—rather
than the parent (Barber and Harmon, 2002). Further stud-
ies assessing the link between adolescent reports of parent
psychological control, age, and subtle, non-physical forms
of aggression are therefore warranted.

Also warranted is examination of the role of eth-
nicity in the relationship between psychological con-
trol and aggression, particularly, since cultural values
and/or beliefs may moderate parenting effects on child
behaviors (see McLoyd et al., 2000 for review). While
Barber (1996) found that Latino boys reported higher lev-
els of maternal psychological control than their European-
American peers, few studies have examined ethnicity as a
moderator of psychological control effects. It is possible,
however, that because Latino culture emphasizes family
cohesiveness and loyalty (Vega, 1990), the influence of
a mother who constrains identity development may be
particularly detrimental for this population of youth. In
the present study, we examined whether the relationships
between psychological control and social and overt ag-
gression differed across European-American and Latino
early adolescents.

In addition to parenting, dispositional qualities, such
as social evaluative anxiety, also may contribute to the use
of social and overt aggression. Social evaluative anxiety, a
component of social anxiety, is characterized by elevated
levels of fear of negative evaluation (Kashdan and Herbert,
2001; La Greca, 2001). According to Watson and Friend
(1969), individuals high in fear of negative evaluation
tend to be overly concerned with others’ evaluations and
tend to assume that they are being negatively evaluated,
even when they are not. Such individuals are also dis-
tressed by others’ negative evaluations (Clark and Wells,
1995; Watson and Friend, 1969). From a social-cognitive
theory perspective, individuals who are distressed by an-
other’s behavior may attribute hostile intentions to that
individual, even when hostility is not intended, and con-
sequently behave aggressively toward them (see Crick
and Dodge, 1994 for review). Interestingly, Crick et al.
(2002) found that in comparison to non-aggressive peers,
relationally aggressive children reacted with anger and
distress to hypothetical stories depicting relational provo-
cations by peers (e.g., child is only one is class not invited
to a party), whereas physically aggressive children acted
with anger and distress to instrumental provocations (e.g.,
peer breaks child’s property).

Elevated levels of social evaluative anxiety have been
shown to inhibit the development of positive interpersonal
relationships (La Greca, 2001; La Greca and Lopez, 1998;
Watson and Friend, 1969) and to be linked to increased
levels of depression, negative affect, and negative self-
esteem (Inderbitzen-Nolan and Walters, 2000). An asso-
ciation between extreme levels of social evaluative anxi-
ety and conduct disorder also has been observed (David-
son et al., 1993). With respect to subtle, non-physical
forms of aggression, one study demonstrated that although
female college students reported significantly higher lev-
els of social evaluative anxiety than did their male coun-
terparts, this dispositional quality was uniquely associated
with self-reported relational aggression among females
and males, independent of empathy and social avoid-
ance/distress (Loudin et al., 2003). Lacking from the lit-
erature, however, is an examination of the role of social
evaluative anxiety in non-physical forms of aggression
among early adolescents.

The increased levels of self-consciousness that ac-
company the transition to adolescence suggest that so-
cial evaluative anxiety might be particularly salient dur-
ing this period of development (Inderbitzen-Nolan and
Walters, 2000). Increased levels of self-conscious may
have a particularly negative effect during the transition
to a new school (i.e., to middle school), when young
adolescents are faced with multiple psychological, social,
and biological changes (e.g., Simmons and Blyth, 1987).
Thus, social evaluative anxiety may be more detrimental
for younger early adolescents than for their older peers.
High levels of this individual difference variable may
also be more detrimental for minority youth given that
these youth must cope not only with changes experienced
by their European-American peers but may also struggle
with issues surrounding ethnic identity (e.g., Phinney and
Kohatsu, 1997), stereotypes, and negative images (Beale
Spencer and Markstrom-Adams, 1990; McLoyd, 1990).

In sum, the primary aim of the current study was to
extend existing research by examining the contributions
of maternal psychological control and dispositional so-
cial evaluative anxiety to the use of social aggression in
a sample of early adolescents. Because social and overt
aggression covary (Underwood et al., 2001), we assessed
the unique contributions of the parenting and individual
difference variables to social aggression, over and above
the overt aggression effects. To examine whether similar
patterns of relations held true for overt aggression, parallel
analyses predicting overt aggression, over and above the
social aggression effects also were conducted. The roles of
age and ethnicity were also examined as each might mod-
erate the impact of social evaluative anxiety and maternal
psychological control on early adolescent outcomes. The
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secondary aim of the study was to examine gender differ-
ences in self-reported social and overt aggression using
both the continuous and categorical variable approaches.

Based on theory and prior research, we hypothesized
the following: 1) although boys would exhibit higher mean
levels of overt aggression, girls and boys would not differ
in mean levels of social aggression. 2) When classified
into high and low categories of aggression, more boys
than girls would be classified as overtly aggressive (1 SD
above the mean on overt aggression but not social aggres-
sion) and also as combined overtly and socially aggres-
sive (1 SD above the mean on both forms of aggression);
however, more girls than boys would be classified as so-
cially aggressive (1 SD above the mean on social aggres-
sion but not overt aggression). 3) Maternal psychological
control and dispositional social evaluative anxiety would
be uniquely associated with social aggression, even after
the variance associated with age, ethnicity, and overt ag-
gression covariates were taken into account. 4) Maternal
psychological control and dispositional social evaluative
anxiety would be uniquely associated with overt aggres-
sion, over and above age, ethnicity, and social aggression
covariates.

METHODS

Participants

Participants were 745, 10–14-year-old students
(M = 11.81 SD = 0.76) attending the sixth and sev-
enth grades of all 3 middle schools in a suburban school
district in central Texas. Fifty-three percent of partici-
pants were female, 79% were European American and
21% were Latino. Students reporting African-American
(n = 31), Asian-American (n = 7), or Other (n = 30)
ethnicity and those students who did not report ethnic-
ity (n = 6) were not included in the present study because
small sample sizes and non-specificity of the Other cat-
egory did not allow examination of ethnicity effects for
these groups. Distribution of ethnicity closely matches
the distribution reported to the state education agency
for the district (72% European-American, 24% Latino,
3.5% African-American). European-American and Latino
students who did not live with their biological mother
(n = 38) or who did not report their living situation
(n = 13) also were not included because of the pos-
sibility that they did not have sufficient contact with
their mothers to report her psychologically controlling
behaviors. Data from an additional 14 students were re-
moved because they were missing a substantial amount
of information on the variables of interest to the present
study.

Procedure

Active parent consent was obtained from 76% of
eligible students attending all 3 middle schools in 1 sub-
urban school district in Central Texas. Twelve students
with parent consent refused participation and 11 students
were absent on the day of administration as well as on
the 1 day during which a make-up survey was adminis-
tered. The final participation rate was 74.6%. A question-
naire consisting of 161 items was group-administered to
participating students in one 40-min homeroom class. A
member of the research team read each question aloud
to students to control for varying levels of reading ability
and to maintain student compliance.

Measures

Maternal Psychological Control

Maternal psychological control was assessed using
the 8-item Psychological Control Scale-Youth Self Report
(PCS-YSR; Barber, 1996). The PCS-YSR is based on the
10-item psychological control subscale of the Children’s
Report of Parental Behavior Inventory (CRPBI; Schaefer,
1965) but provides more behavioral specificity than the
CRPBI (Barber, 1996). The PCS-YSR assesses the fol-
lowing components: Invalidating feelings (“My mother is
always trying to change how I think or feel about things”);
constraining verbal expressions (“My mother often inter-
rupts me”); personal attack (“My mother blames me for
other family members’ problems”); and love withdrawal
(“My mother will avoid looking at me when I have disap-
pointed her”). Adolescents rated their mothers’ behaviors
on a 3-point scale ranging from 1 (‘Not like her’) to 3 (‘A
lot like her’). Items were summed and higher scores re-
flect higher maternal psychological control. Barber (1996)
reported good internal consistency for boys’ and girls’ re-
ports of maternal psychological control. In the present
study, internal consistency reliabilities were .82 and .79
for female and male reports, respectively.

Social Evaluative Anxiety

The self-report Social Anxiety Scale for Adolescents
(SAS-A) adapted by La Greca and Lopez (1998) from the
SAS-Revised (La Greca and Stone, 1993) was used to
measure social evaluative anxiety. The SAS-A assesses
fear of negative evaluation from peers (FNE; 8 items), so-
cial avoidance and distress in new social situations or with
unfamiliar peers (6 items), and generalized social avoid-
ance and distress (4 items). For the purposes of the present
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study, only the FNE subscale (e.g., “I worry what others
think of me”) was used. Each item was rated on a 5-point
scale ranging from 1 (‘Not at all’) to 5 (‘All the time’)
with higher scores reflecting more fear of negative eval-
uation. La Greca and Lopez (1998) have shown that the
FNE subscale has satisfactory internal consistency relia-
bility. In the present study, internal consistency reliability
(coefficient alpha) was .89 for both female and male re-
ports of FNE. Given that the FNE subscale assesses the
social evaluative aspect of social aggression, it is referred
to as social evaluative anxiety in the current study.

Overt Aggression

Overt aggression was assessed using an adapted ver-
sion of Crick’s (1996) 3-item peer nomination measure
of overt aggression. The three items assessing physical
and verbal aggression (hitting, yelling, and starting fights)
were adapted for self-report by asking adolescents to iden-
tify how often they engaged in each of the behaviors. Items
were scored on a scale ranging from 1 (‘Not at all’) to 5
(‘All the time’) and were summed so that higher scores
reflect more overt aggression. Internal consistency of the
3-item measure was .77 and .75 for females and males,
respectively.

Social Aggression

Social aggression was assessed using a 6-item scale
adapted from Crick and Grotpeter’s (1995) 4-item peer-
nominated measure of relational aggression. This scale
was adapted for the present study by modifying the word-
ing of the 4 items so that middle school students could
self-report how likely they were to engage in each of the
behaviors. Two additional items assessing the frequency
of negative facial expressions (making mean faces and
rolling eyes at peers) were added given existing evidence
that such expressions are important features of girls’ ag-
gressive behaviors (Galen and Underwood, 1997). In fact,
Paquette and Underwood (1999) found that early adoles-
cents reported rolling eyes as the most frequently expe-
rienced non-physically aggressive behavior. The 6 self-
reported items were scored on a scale ranging from 1
(‘Not at all’) to 5 (‘All the time’) and were summed so
that higher scores reflect more social aggression. Internal
consistency of the 6 items was .73 and .70 for females and
males, respectively.

RESULTS

Results are presented in 3 sections. First, analyses
conducted to test gender differences in social and overt

aggression are presented followed by examination of zero-
order correlations between study variables. Hierarchical
linear regression analyses designed to examine the unique
contributions of maternal psychological control and ado-
lescent social evaluative anxiety to adolescent social and
overt aggression are presented last.

Gender Differences in Social and Overt Aggression

The first study hypothesis, that mean-level differ-
ences between boys and girls would result for overt ag-
gression but not for social aggression, was tested using two
independent samples t-tests. As can be seen in Table I,
boys self-reported higher mean levels of overt aggres-
sion than did girls [t(743) = 8.54, p < .001]. However,
no mean-level differences between boys and girls were
found in social aggression [t(743) = 0.31, ns].

Second hypothesis, that gender differences would
emerge when social and overt aggression were di-
chotomized into high and low categories, was tested using
χ2 analysis. Similar to the methodology used by Rys and
Bear (1997), and by Crick and Grotpeter (1995), ado-
lescents were classified as aggressive if they scored at
least 1 SD above the sample mean and all other ado-
lescents were categorized as non-aggressive. This strat-
egy yielded 4 groups: Overtly aggressive (high overt/low
social aggression); socially aggressive (high social/low
overt aggression); combined socially/overtly aggressive
(high social/high overt aggression); and non-aggressive
(low social/low overt aggression). Consistent with ex-
pectations, results demonstrated differences in the pro-
portions of boys and girls classified in each category
[χ2(3, N = 745) = 29.61, p < .001]. More boys than
girls were classified as overtly aggressive (13.3 and 5.3%
of boys and girls, respectively) and also as combined so-
cially/overtly aggressive (8.9 and 3.3% of boys and girls,
respectively). However, more girls than boys were classi-
fied as exclusively socially aggressive (11.3 and 6.6% of
girls and boys, respectively). The majority of early adoles-
cents were classified as non-aggressive (71.2 and 80.2%
of boys and girls, respectively).

Zero-Order Correlations

Because current study findings showed differences
in the distribution of boys and girls who were socially
and overtly aggressive, subsequent analyses were con-
ducted separately by gender. Table I presents zero-order
correlations and descriptive statistics for study variables.
Consistent with prior research on indirect/relational/social
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Table I. Descriptive Statistics and Zero-Order Correlations for All Study Variables for Boys (n = 347) and Girls (n = 398)

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 Mean SD

1. Age (years) — .02 .09 −.12∗ .08 .02 11.86 0.78
2. Ethnicitya −.01 — .08 .10† .18∗∗∗ .07 0.19 0.40
3. Maternal psychological control .00 .14∗∗ — .23∗∗∗ .31∗∗∗ .31∗∗∗ 10.86 3.07
4. Social evaluative anxiety −.09 .02 .20∗∗∗ — .12∗ .38∗∗∗ 19.88 6.58
5. Overt aggression .04 .15∗∗ .34∗∗∗ .23∗∗∗ — .51∗∗∗ 6.13 2.16
6. Social aggression .08 .10∗ .25∗∗∗ .35∗∗∗ .51∗∗∗ — 11.22 3.60
Mean 11.77 0.22 10.72 21.03 4.84 11.07
SD 0.75 0.42 3.06 6.56 1.95 3.40

Note. Results for boys are presented above the diagonal. Results for girls are presented below the diagonal.
aEthnicity coded as 0: European-American/1: Latino.
∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01; ∗∗∗p < .001; †p < .06.

aggression, social and overt aggression were moderately
correlated (r = .51 for boys and girls). Youth who re-
ported elevated levels of overt aggression also reported
elevated use of social aggression. Moreover, maternal psy-
chological control and social evaluative anxiety were both
positively significantly associated with overt and social
aggression, for both boys and girls.

Predictors of Social and Overt Aggression:
Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analyses

To test the third and fourth hypotheses and determine
whether maternal psychological control and dispositional
social evaluative anxiety were unique predictors of social
and overt aggression, four 4-step hierarchical multiple re-
gression analyses were conducted. Separate models were
examined for males and females and for social and overt
aggression. Youth ethnicity and age covariates were in-
cluded in the first step of each model. The overt or social
aggression covariate also was included in Step 1 to con-
trol for the variance associated with the other form of
aggression not included as the outcome. Maternal psy-
chological control was entered in Step 2, and social eval-
uative anxiety was entered in Step 3. Order of entry for
the last 2 steps was based on social learning theory and
the premise that children learn from their parents how
to behave (see Patterson, 1982). From this perspective,
psychologically controlling parental behaviors should in-
fluence youth individual differences. In fact, in their re-
view of the literature, Kashdan and Herbert (2001) con-
cluded that socially anxious children have parents who
are overcontrolling and less encouraging of autonomy.
Two-way interactions between each of the covariates and
each main effect were entered separately in Step 4 to
determine whether the maternal psychological control and
social evaluative anxiety effects varied across ethnicity,

age, and level of aggression. Continuous variables were
centered, to avoid non-essential multicollinearity (Aiken
and West, 1991), prior to creating interaction terms.
Non-significant interactions were trimmed from final
models.

Social Aggression

Table II presents the standardized beta coefficients
for the girls’ and boys’ social aggression models. Results
showed that for girls, overt aggression and dispositional
social evaluative anxiety were uniquely associated with
social aggression. Girls reporting elevated levels of overt
aggression and those girls reporting heightened levels of
social evaluative anxiety reported higher levels of social
aggression. Although maternal psychological control was
a significant predictor of girls’ social aggression when the
3 covariates were included in the model (see Step 2), this
main effect became non-significant when social evaluative
anxiety was entered in the next step. Because this pattern
of findings suggests that social evaluative anxiety may be
a potential mediator of the relation between maternal psy-
chological control and adolescent social aggression, the
methods described by Sobel (1986) were used to test the
significance of the indirect effect. Results confirmed that
maternal psychological control was indirectly associated
with girls’ self-reported social aggression through indi-
vidual differences in adolescent social evaluative anxiety
(estimate = .038; SE = .016).

Among boys, self-reported overt aggression, mater-
nal psychological control, and social evaluative anxiety
were unique main effect predictors of social aggression.
However, the maternal psychological control effect was
qualified by a marginally significant 2-way interaction
with ethnicity (see Table II, Step 4). To determine the
nature of the interaction, follow-up regression analyses
were conducted separately for European-American and
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Table II. Predicting Social Aggression from Maternal Psychological Control and Social Evaluative Anxiety for
Boys (n = 347) and Girls (n = 398)

Girls standardized betas Boys standardized betas

Variable Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 4

Age (years) .06 .06 .09∗ −.03 −.04 .01 .01
Ethnicitya .02 .01 .02 −.03 −.03 −.06 −.07
Overt aggression .51∗∗∗ .48∗∗∗ .43∗∗∗ .51∗∗∗ .46∗∗∗ .45∗∗∗ .44∗∗∗
Maternal psychological control .09∗ .06 .17∗∗∗ .10∗ .07
Social evaluative anxiety .24∗∗ .31∗∗∗ .31∗∗∗
Ethnicity × maternal psychological control .08†

aEthnicity coded as 0: European American/ 1: Latino.
∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01; ∗∗∗p < .001; †p<.09.

Latino boys. Follow-up analyses showed that although
maternal psychological control was associated with
elevated levels of social aggression among Latino boys
(β = .27, p < .05), this parenting style was unrelated
to the self-reported use of social aggression among
European-American boys (β = .07, p = .14). Thus,
boys reporting more overt aggression, those report-
ing more social evaluative anxiety, and Latino boys
rating their mothers as high in psychological control
reported higher levels of social aggression than did their
peers.

Overt Aggression

Table III presents the standardized beta coefficients
for the girls’ and boys’ overt aggression models. In addi-
tion to the significant social aggression covariate and the
marginally significant ethnicity covariate, maternal psy-
chological control was the only unique main effect pre-
dictor of girls’ self-reported overt aggression. However,
this main effect was qualified by a significant 2-way inter-
action with age. Probing the interaction using the meth-
ods of Aiken and West (1991) showed that among older

girls (1 SD above the mean), elevated levels of maternal
psychological control were associated with more overt
aggression (β = .28, p < .001). Among younger girls
(1 SD below the mean), maternal psychological control
was marginally positively associated with overt aggres-
sion (β = .12, p = .06). Thus, the relationship between
psychological control and overt aggression was stronger
among older girls than among younger girls.

Among boys, ethnicity, social aggression, mater-
nal psychological control and dispositional social eval-
uative anxiety were unique main effect predictors of self-
reported overt aggression. Latino boys, boys reporting
more social aggression, and those boys reporting more
maternal psychological control reported using heightened
levels of overt aggression. Surprisingly, boys reporting
heightened levels of social evaluative anxiety reported
using lower levels of overt aggression than did their
peers.

DISCUSSION

Although prior studies have shown that elevated lev-
els of indirect/relational/social aggression are associated

Table III. Predicting Overt Aggression from Maternal Psychological Control and Social Evaluative Anxiety for
Boys (n = 347) and Girls (n = 398)

Girls standardized betas Boys standardized betas

Variable Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 4 Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

Age (years) .00 .01 .01 .01 .07 .06 .04
Ethnicitya .11∗ .08† .08† .09∗ .15∗∗ .14∗∗ .15∗∗∗
Social aggression .50∗∗∗ .45∗∗∗ .44∗∗∗ .45∗∗∗ .50∗∗∗ .45∗∗∗ .49∗∗∗
Maternal psychological control .21∗∗ .21∗∗∗ .20∗∗∗ .15∗∗∗ .17∗∗∗
Social evaluative anxiety .03 .04 −.11∗
Age × maternal psychological control .08∗∗

aEthnicity coded as 0: European American/1: Latino.
∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01; ∗∗∗p < .001; †p < .06.
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with child and adolescent maladjustment, relatively
few have examined the factors that may contribute to
their use, particularly among early adolescents. Guided
by a developmental contextual framework, the cur-
rent study extended existing research by showing that
maternal psychological control and dispositional so-
cial evaluative anxiety were uniquely associated with
early adolescent social and overt aggression. Findings
also confirmed that gender differences in social ag-
gression were dependent on how the construct was
conceptualized.

Findings demonstrated consistent gender differences
in overt aggression but gender difference inconsistencies
in social aggression. As expected, boys were more likely
than girls to engage in elevated levels of overt aggression,
to be classified as overtly aggressive, and to report the
combined use of overt and social aggression. Although
there were no mean level differences between boys and
girls on social aggression, girls were more likely to report
using extreme levels of social aggression at the exclusion
of overt aggression. These findings corroborate research
using peer- and teacher reports of early adolescent rela-
tional aggression (see Rys and Bear, 1997) and indicate
that although the exclusive use of heightened levels of
social aggression is more characteristic of females, both
genders report using more subtle, non-physical forms of
aggression in their interactions with peers. The current
study aimed to identify the factors associated with the use
of social and overt aggression among male and female
early adolescents.

Consistent with prior research on college students,
findings showed that the social evaluative aspect of social
anxiety was positively associated with girls’ and boys’
use of social aggression (Loudin et al., 2003). From a
social cognitive theory perspective, adolescents who as-
sume they are being negatively evaluated and who are dis-
tressed by these negative evaluations may be more likely
than their peers to use aggressive strategies to retaliate
(see Crick and Dodge, 1994 for review). It is possible that
such adolescents use this form of aggression to retaliate
against those peers from whom they fear negative evalu-
ation. Prior research has shown that adolescents who are
socially aggressive tend to be deeply embedded in their
peer networks (Xie et al., 2002), which likely affords
them the opportunity to enlist select friends in damaging
the self-esteem or social status of another peer. Alterna-
tively, social aggression may precede or lead to heightened
fears of negative evaluation. Existing evidence indicates
that relationally aggressive adolescents tend to experi-
ence peer rejection (Crick, 1996; Rys and Bear, 1997).
Given the substantive overlap in relational and social
aggression, it is possible that socially aggressive youth

also are rejected by peers; thus, they may expect nega-
tive evaluations and consequently fear their subsequent
occurrence.

Adolescents high in social evaluative anxiety may
prefer the subtle, indirect behaviors characteristic of
indirect forms of aggression because they maximize
anonymity and minimize disapproval and subsequent neg-
ative evaluation (Bjorkqvist et al., 1992; Xie et al., 2002).
Interestingly, although girls’ dispositional social evalua-
tive anxiety was predictive of social aggression, it was not
uniquely associated with overt aggression. Moreover, al-
though unexpected, boys’ use of social evaluative anxiety
was negatively associated with overt aggression. Thus,
in comparison to their peers, boys high in fear of neg-
ative evaluation were less likely to use overtly aggres-
sive strategies. Taken together, these findings suggest that
early adolescents who fear negative evaluation may pre-
fer social forms of aggression to overt ones. However,
it must be noted that the negative association between
boys’ reports of social evaluative anxiety and overt ag-
gression may be the result of a suppressor phenomenon
(see Maassen and Bakker, 2001). One type of suppres-
sor phenomenon occurs when the zero-order relationship
between a predictor variable and an outcome is positive
but becomes negative when included in a multivariate
model. Prior to drawing firm conclusions regarding the
influence of dispositional social evaluative anxiety on
early adolescent’s overt aggression, further research is
needed.

Additional findings provided support for the increas-
ing number of studies demonstrating the detrimental im-
pact of parental psychological control on child function-
ing (see Barber and Harmon, 2002). Although maternal
psychological control was not directly associated with
girls’ self-reported use of social aggression, it did have
an indirect association through social evaluative anxiety.
That is, social evaluative anxiety mediated the relations
between maternal psychological control and girls’ use of
social aggression. Consistent with prior findings show-
ing that socially anxious children have parents who are
overcontrolling and less encouraging of autonomy (see
Kashdan and Herbert, 2001 for review), the current re-
search demonstrated that elevated levels of fear of neg-
ative evaluation may result from maternal manipulation
and constraint of ideas and opinions. Based on such re-
peated interchanges with their mothers, girls may increas-
ingly assume that peers too are negatively evaluating their
self-expressions (e.g., Patterson, 1982), which in turn
may contribute to elevated levels of socially aggressive
behaviors.

The marginally significant interaction between eth-
nicity and maternal psychological control showed that
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among boys, maternal psychological control tended to
be associated with self-reported social aggression, but
only for Latino boys. Because Latino boys report higher
levels of maternal psychological control than do
European-American boys (Barber, 1996), they may be
more sensitive to the socializing influences of this parent-
ing style and for this reason may be more likely than their
peers to use social aggression. Ethnicity was not, how-
ever, a moderator of the maternal psychological control
effects on overt aggression. Rather, maternal psychologi-
cal control made a direct contribution to the use of overt
aggression among European-American and Latino boys,
corroborating findings from prior studies that use of psy-
chologically controlling behaviors may result in elevated
levels of adolescent externalizing problems (Barber, 1996;
Barber and Harmon, 2002). However, given that adoles-
cent behaviors elicit parental responses (Lytton, 1990),
it is also likely that parents use psychologically control-
ling behaviors in response to their sons’ elevated levels
of social or overt aggression. Unfortunately, the cross-
sectional design of the current study does not allow deter-
mination of the direction of effects. Future studies should
examine these relations prospectively. Moreover, given
the marginally significant interaction between ethnicity
and maternal psychological control, findings should be
interpreted cautiously. Given the lack of attention to the
role of ethnicity in indirect/relational/social aggression,
future studies should pay close attention to the role of
cultural factors in moderating the impact of this parent-
ing style on subsequent early adolescent social and overt
aggression.

As expected, maternal psychological control also
was associated with boys’ and girls’ self-reported use
of overt aggression. Among girls, however, this relation-
ship was stronger among older than younger girls. These
results are contrary to those reported by Barber (1996)
showing that the effects of adolescent-reported mater-
nal psychological control on delinquency were attenuated
for eighth graders in comparison to fifth graders. Dis-
crepancies across studies may be due to the smaller age
range of the sample in the current study (M = 11.81;
SD = 0.76; sixth–seventh grade). However, the signif-
icant moderation effect suggests that even within this
limited age range, there is variability in the maternal
psychological control effects on overt aggression. Per-
haps as issues of autonomy and independence become
increasingly relevant across the middle school years, con-
straint and/or manipulation of early adolescents’ self-
expressions may result in externalizing problems. Alter-
natively, maternal responses to overt aggression may be-
come increasingly controlling across time (e.g., Lytton,
1990), as girls’ use of non-gender normative aggressive

behaviors become increasingly unacceptable (e.g., Crick,
1997).

Further findings indicated no differences across eth-
nicity in levels of relational aggression. However, in com-
parison to their European-American peers, Latino boys
reported elevated levels of overt aggression. Although
it is not clear why this difference emerged in this form
of aggression, one speculative possibility is that ele-
vated levels of overt aggression are a consequence of the
negative stereotypes and discrimination minority youth
face. For instance, Prelow et al. (2004) found that per-
ceived discrimination was associated with elevated lev-
els of externalizing problems in a sample of European-
American and African-American adolescents. Subsequent
studies are needed to determine the factors that may
mediate the relationship between ethnicity and overt
aggression.

The current study contributes to our limited under-
standing of the processes involved in early adolescent
social and overt aggression by showing that dispositional
social evaluative anxiety and maternal psychological con-
trol play important roles in these outcomes. However,
there are some limitations. First, the cross-sectional de-
sign limits our ability to determine temporal precedence
and to assess whether dispositional social evaluative anxi-
ety and maternal psychological control make unique con-
tributions to subsequent socially and overtly aggressive
behaviors. Second, the single-rater nature of the study in-
creases the possibility that some of the obtained relations
are inflated. However, using parental, peer, or observer
reports of the constructs included in the present study
also have limitations. In fact, early adolescents may be
the best informants of social anxiety and parental psy-
chological control because of the internal, personal, and
covert nature of these constructs (La Greca, 2001; Barber,
2002). Self-reports of social aggression also allow collec-
tion of information regarding hidden or concealed activi-
ties directly from the person who is most aware of those
behaviors (see Kaukiainen et al., 1999). Moreover, be-
cause individual behaviors may vary across contexts or
situations, self-reports likely reflect the full repertoire
of behaviors, whereas reports by others may be lim-
ited to behaviors specific to particular contexts (e.g.,
Phares et al., 1989). Finally, the current study was lim-
ited to information only on maternal psychological control
given time constraints for survey administration. Subse-
quent studies should assess adolescent reports of pater-
nal psychological control, especially in light of existing
evidence indicating that the effects of psychological con-
trol may vary across parent–child dyads (e.g., mother–
daughter, father–daughter, etc.; Barber, 1996; Nelson and
Crick, 2002).
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