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Aggression and Pro-Sociability: Risk and Protective 
Dynamics in Popularity and Bullying Processes

Agresividad y Pro-Sociabilidad: La Dinámica de Riesgo y 
Protección en los Procesos de Popularidad y Bullying 

 Tatiane de Oliveira Dias and Carolina Lisboa  Silvia Helena Koller and Diogo DeSousa 
 Universidade do Vale do Rio dos Sinos Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do Sul 

Previous research has shown that positive psychological characteristics can moderate the relationship 
between aggression and developmental outcomes. This study assessed whether pro-sociability could 
moderate the association between aggression and victimization, and aggression and popularity. 
A convenience sample of 253 Brazilian children of low socioeconomic status (M age = 11.82, SD = 
1.41) participated in the study. Structural equation modeling showed that the interaction between 
aggression and pro-social behaviors did not decrease children’s chances of being victimized and did 
not alter the association between aggression and popularity. Aggression seemed to be a predictor of 
bullying and pro-sociability, of popularity. These results contradict findings from previous studies 
that showed an association between aggression and positive behaviors such as pro-sociability. More 
studies are necessary to highlight cultural and contextual differences, comparing these results to 
those of other Latin American samples.

Keywords: aggression, pro-sociability, popularity, schools, bullying

Estudios anteriores han identificado características psicológicas positivas que pueden moderar la 
relación entre la agresión y los procesos de desarrollo. En esta investigación se evaluó si la pro-
sociabilidad modera la asociación entre agresión y victimización, y agresión y popularidad. Una 
muestra de conveniencia de 253 niños brasileros de nivel socioeconómico bajo (M de edad = 11,82, DE 
= 1,41) participaron en el estudio. El análisis de ecuaciones estructurales mostró que la interacción 
entre la agresividad y la pro-sociabilidad no protege a los niños de sufrir bullying y tampoco modifica 
la asociación entre agresión y popularidad. La agresión parece haber sido un predictor del bullying y 
la pro-sociabilidad, de la popularidad. Esos hallazgos difieren de los resultados de estudios anteriores 
que muestran una asociación entre agresión y comportamientos positivos, como pro-sociabilidad. 
Más investigaciones son necesarias que permitan destacar las diferencias culturales y contextuales, 
comparando estos resultados con los de otras muestras latinoamericanas. 

Palabras clave: agresión, pro-sociabilidad, popularidad, escuelas, bullying

The aim of the present study was to verify to what extent pro-social behavior moderates 
the association between aggression and bullying as well as between aggression and popularity. 
The hypotheses were that the association between aggression and bullying is lower among chil-
dren who are pro-social as compared to others, as well as that the association between aggres-
sion and popularity is stronger for pro-social children. Despite the relevance of the processes 
under consideration—aggression, popularity, pro-sociability, and bullying—, investigations 
about these phenomena are still relatively rare in Brazil, specifically considering the associa-
tions between aggression, pro-social behavior, and popularity. Planning interventions in school 
settings and clinical treatments aimed to improve youth’s mental and social health could be 
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supported by findings of studies in this field. The results of the present study were interpreted 
based on the ecology of human development perspective, as proposed by Urie Bronfenbrenner 
(1989, 1996, 1999; Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998).

Aggression

Researchers have demonstrated the complexity of aggressive behavior, which is not just 
an exclusively individual process at a cognitive and behavioral level; it is a social behavior 
influenced by individual and contextual factors, dyadic interactions, group relationships, and 
the social organization at the group or institutional level (Almeida, Lisboa, & Caurcel, 2007; 
Hinde, 1987; Little, Brauner, Jones, Nock, & Hawley, 2003; Little, Jones, Henrich, & Hawley, 
2003; Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, Björkqvist, Österman, & Kaukiainen, 1996; Salmivalli & Voeten, 
2004). Aggressive behavior is also influenced by familial models and relationships (Bringiotti, 
2000).

Aggression can be defined as any act that intends to damage or harm someone (Ladd & 
Burgees, 1999; Loeber & Hay, 1997). Aggression can take more than one form of expression, 
depending on its direction and objectives. Aggressive behavior is also related to the hierarchical 
relationships between the child who assaults and the one who is assaulted, to gender-based 
characteristics (Coie & Dodge, 1998), to the specificity of the developmental phase and individual 
experiences of the child and the socio-historical context (Bronfenbrenner, 1999).

Aggressive behavior can be seen in a confrontational manner, through direct physical and 
verbal actions, like kicking, hitting, biting, destroying someone else’s property, hurting oneself, 
cursing, provoking, starting discussions, swearing, mocking, threatening, and ridiculing. It can 
also be expressed in a non-confrontational manner through indirect hostile acts, such as dis-
turbing the environment, making difficult the flow of group activities, spreading rumors or gos-
sips, and damaging another child’s reputation (Ladd & Burgees, 1999; Loeber & Hay, 1997).

In terms of its functions, aggression can be defined as reactive, when it derives as a response 
to a dispute that is interpersonal, hostile, and defensive against a behavior that makes it difficult 
to accomplish an objective. Proactive aggression, on the other hand, occurs most of the time in 
a voluntary and determined manner. Proactive aggression can represent an anticipation of a 
response from others and it has been associated with some risks factors, such as internalizing 
conflict, delinquency, and shyness (Little, Brauner, et al., 2003; Little, Jones, et al., 2003).

Regardless the form that it takes, aggressive conduct can have the aim of reaching goals, 
such as popularity, superiority, or group domination (Salmivalli et al., 1996; Salmivalli & 
Voeten, 2004). Other objectives may be adaptation to context (Bronfenbrenner, 1999) or even 
conflict resolution (Little, Brauner, et al., 2003; Little, Jones, et al., 2003). Considering these 
assumptions, the form that the aggression takes, its purpose, and the context where it happens 
determine if this behavior will be evaluated as successful to reach developmental outcomes, 
such as popularity, and may provide protection or, on the other hand, will represent losses, 
such as exclusion, violence, and other risks. In this sense, aggressive behavior can be con-
sidered adaptive or maladaptive, according to the circumstances and results within proximal 
processes.

Victimization

Victimization between peers, known today as bullying, is considered a subtype of aggres-
sion (Olweus, 1993). Its coverage by the main media news has given educational institutions 
and society the impression of increasing seriousness in these cases (McLaughlin & Miller, 
2008). According to Nansel et al. (2001), 30% of American children and adolescents have al-
ready been involved in bullying as aggressors or victims. A study held by Malta et al. (2010) 
with 60,973 children and adolescents from 1,453 public and private schools in Brazil showed 
that 25.4% of them were victims of bullying; of these youth, 5.4% referred have been bullied 
in the last 30 days and another 69.2% of them were never involved in bullying. Boys referred 
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suffering and to be aggressors in bullying (6.0%) more often than girls did (4.8%). There was no 
difference between public (5.5%) and private schools (5.2%) on bullying incidences.

Maltreatment between peers is a social process that originates from interpersonal relation-
ships, in which violence is initiated by part of the peer group, in a determined context, and then 
is intensified and reinforced by all group members (DeRosier, Cillessen, Coie, & Dodge, 1994). 
Victimization can be identified when a child or adolescent suffers violence in a systematic 
and intentional form, without apparent motives (at least initially), performed through direct 
or indirect aggressive actions by one or more identified aggressor. It is set through a power 
imbalance in which the victims cannot stop this behavior or protect themselves, and there is 
no reciprocity in this kind of interaction (Almeida, Lisboa, & Caurcel, 2007; Bronfenbrenner, 
1996, Olweus, 1993).

Bullying is a complex process and can lead to serious consequences. It can become a stigma 
and cause behavioral and emotional problems that are difficult to overcome (Hodges, Boivin, 
Vitaro, & Bukowski, 1999; Lisboa, Braga, & Ebert, 2009). Victimization can be a risk factor to 
development because it can trigger dysfunctional and maladaptive behavior over time (Almeida, 
2000; Lisboa & Koller, 2004).

According to some studies (Hodges, Malone, & Perry, 1997; Lisboa & Koller, 2008), in cases 
of bullying vulnerable children can find an aggressive friend as a form of protection. This can 
be explained by the assumption that children hesitate to victimize another child who can be 
defended by an aggressive friend or due to his or her social position in a group. In other words, 
an aggressive leader may want to defend his or her friends who are at risk, just as a child can 
join aggressive friends to avoid the risk of being victimized by other peers (Lisboa & Koller, 
2008). Also, youth without reciprocal friends tend to be more aggressive, perhaps because they 
perceive little proximity with their peers as well as lack of security and support (Lisboa, 2005; 
Lisboa & Koller, 2008).

Pro-Sociability

For Eisenberg (1982, 1992) moral pro-social development is the process of obtaining and 
modifying the judgments and voluntary behaviors directed towards helping other people or 
groups. The basic motivation is benefiting others without influence, pressure, or the promise 
of material or social rewards (Eisenberg, 1982, 1992; Eisenberg & Miller, 1987). Pro-social 
actions are acts or behaviors that help reaching well-being and give benefits to other people 
through help, support, or encouragement (Shaffer, 2000). There are few specific studies about 
pro-sociability conducted in Brazil and some of them have labeled this phenomenon using other 
terms, such as social competence, socio-cognitive competence, and socially adaptive behavior 
(Aznar-Farias, 2000; Del Prette, Del Prette, & Barreto, 2006; Koller, 2004).

Pro-social behavior consists of an interconnected conjunction of voluntary actions and at-
titudes that contribute to the generation of positive reciprocity, human solidarity, and emo-
tional and mental health development, as well as the reduction of violent behavior (Roche, 
2004; Roche & Sol, 1998). Consistently, a study with children and adolescents in a Brazilian 
school (Calbo, Busnello, Rigoli, Schaefer, & Kristensen, 2009) found that pro-social behavior 
was inversely associated with victimization, which can be seen as a protective factor against 
bullying. Furthermore, victimization can be understood as a risk factor that reduces the ability 
of children and adolescents to display pro-social behavior. Children considered pro-social and 
who maintain reciprocal friendships may be protected from bullying, because pro-social chil-
dren are generally popular and well accepted by their peers, making bullying difficult to occur 
(Hartrup, 1983; Lisboa, 2005; Lisboa & Koller, 2008).

In their investigation, Rodkin, Farmer, Pearl, and Van Acker (2000) emphasized that pop-
ular youths can present pro-social (labeled as the models) or aggressive behaviors (the tough 
ones). These two groups were described by their peers as “good at sports,” “pretty/handsome,” 
and “winners.” Both their study and the research carried out by Vaillancourt and Hymel (2006) 
suggest that pro-social characteristics can protect youths from the negative effects of the as-
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sociation between aggression and popularity (reinforced by peer groups). Therefore, it may be 
necessary to separately consider popularity and pro-social behaviors and its relationship with 
bullying.

Popularity

According to some investigators (Bukowski & Hoza, 1989; Prinstein & Cillessen, 2003), 
being popular can be defined as having social status, leadership, and domination over a peer 
group. This does not necessarily mean being liked by peers. A child’s popularity in a peer group 
can be directly tied to his or her social acceptance, pro-social behavior, and congruence to group 
and context rules (Lisboa, 2005; Salmivalli et al., 1996). However, Prinstein and Cillessen 
(2003) observed a direct correlation between aggression and popularity. In their study they 
found connections between aggressive behavior and the concept of domination or superiority 
in a group. Other studies (Perry, Kusel, & Perry, 1988; Salmivalli et al., 1996) showed that 
victims of bullying were considered the least popular children.

Popularity can be associated with social adjustment indexes, such as well-being and aca-
demic success (Rubin, Bukowski, & Parker, 2006). Studies investigating perceived popularity 
(Cillessen & Mayeux, 2004; Cillessen & Rose, 2005; LaFontana & Cillessen, 2002) found as-
sociations between peer group status and pro-social and aggressive behavior. These data seem 
paradoxical, but youth who are popular aggressors can be adapted to the ecological context in 
which they develop (Rose & Swenson, 2009). This assumption is supported by studies and dis-
cussions that emphasize the group effects on individual behaviors resulting in adaptation and 
adjustment. In other words, aggression can be reinforced by the immediate context, promoting 
social adjustment (Berger, 2008). Studies showed that aggressive behavior can be normative 
and also positive to youth’s social development and that these aggressive children and adoles-
cents can be popular and accepted in peer groups (Berger & Rodkin, 2011; Hawley, 2007; Little, 
Brauner, et al., 2003).

In a study conducted by Rose and Swenson (2009) popular youths who were also aggressive 
in their relations did not display symptoms of internalizing disorders. This evidence can be 
explained by intra-group reinforcement: their peers may, out of fear and “respect” to the social 
power of some youths, not punish or combat aggressive and dominating acts. However, youth 
displaying direct aggression presented symptoms of internalizing disorders, suggesting greater 
risks to their development (Rose & Swenson, 2009). These facts should be examined through 
the perspective of risk and protection dynamics, considering the different forms and functions 
of aggression and the impact of these behaviors in the adolescent peer context. Based on these 
findings, the present study aimed to verify the role of pro-sociability in protecting against in-
dividual and group risk factors associated with aggression and bullying—given how these are 
expressed in dyadic or group relationships. It was hypothesized that aggressive children (at 
risk) who also present pro-social behaviors (protection) have their chances of being victimized 
decreased, being perceived as popular (resilience).

Method

Participants

A convenience sample was used, participating 253 children between the ages of 9 and 15 
(M = 11.82, SD = 1.41): 127 boys and 126 girls from 3rd and 4th grade. They were enrolled in 
two public schools in South Brazil. All children belonged to a low socioeconomic status, based 
on the information about their families’ income given by the schools. The children’s results in 
the Raven’s Progressive Matrices were used as an exclusion criterion, to avoid biases in terms 
of IQ (cognitive development).
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Instrument

A Peer Assessment instrument was used, based on the model developed by Rubin, 
Bukowski, and Parker (1998), and contains nine statements that describe children’s behavioral 
characteristics and indicators of victimization. Participants were asked to write down, next to 
the statements, the names of the peers that they most associated with the given characteristics. 
They could write more than one name next to each item. This peer assessment procedure has 
been widely used worldwide, including Latin-American samples (Berger & Rodkin, 2011).

Items, descriptive statistics (means and SD), and their loadings for the main variables of 
this study are shown in Table 1. Reliability estimates using Cronbach’s alpha were adequate.

Table 1
Mean, Standard Deviation, Range of Scores, and Factor Loadings of Items and Cronbach’s 
Alpha of the Peer Nomination Scales

Scale Item Mean SD
Range of 

scores
Factor 

loadings
α

Aggression
Uses swear words at others
Kicks, hits, and pushes others
Talks badly about others

0.96 
0.94 
1.05 

1.95
1.60
2.35

0-13
    0-9

0-20

0.93
0.85
0.67

0. 856

Perceived 
popularity

Is famous
Everyone knows him/her

1.04 
0.92 

1.65
1.54

0-10
0-11

0.89
0.64 0. 679

Pro-sociability
Helps others
Wants everyone to be treated in 
the same way

0.96 
0.94 

1.30
1.23

    0-9
    0-9

0.73
0.62 0. 759

Victimization/ 
Bullying

Is left aside
Is called names

0.66 
1.00 

1.10
1.52

    0-7
    0-8

0.78
0.78 0. 768

Procedure

After the research’s objectives were presented and the school directors signed a letter 
of consent, letters of informed consent were also sent to the students’ parents asking for 
authorization and explaining the research’s objectives. After obtaining the parents’ authorization 
and the signature of the informed consent form, the data collection began. The instruments 
were applied collectively in the classrooms. All the ethical demands and exigencies (as per the 
Resolution number 196 of the Health Ministry of Brazil [Brasil, Ministério da Saúde, 1996]) 
were attended. Oral assent from children were also obtained.

Data Analyses

The data was analyzed through the structural equation modeling (SEM) technique. To con-
duct these analyses, the constructs of Aggression, Pro-sociability, and Aggression x Pro-sociability 
were used as the independent variables; Victimization (bullying) and Popularity were used as the 
dependent variables.
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Results

A SEM model including as independent variables aggression, pro-sociability, and the 
interaction of both variables to test for moderation, and victimization and popularity as 
dependent variables was tested. The results for this model for standardized regression weights 
and correlations among the independent variables are presented in Figure 1. This model 
showed mediocre goodness-of-fit indexes: χ2(27, N = 253) = 59.88, p < 0.001, χ2/df = 2.22, CFI = 
0.95, RMSEA = 0.070, 90% CI [0.046, 0.093].

Figure 1. Structural equation model 1, conducted 
with the interaction Aggression x Pro-sociability. 
Correlations between independent variables and 
standardized regression weights are shown. 

The interaction between aggression and pro-sociability did not show a significant regression 
weight for victimization (p = 0.113) nor for perceived popularity (p = 0.742), thus, the model 
showed that pro-sociability did not moderate the association between aggression and bullying 
or popularity. Therefore, a second model was tested, not including the moderating variable. 
The results for this model for standardized regression weights and correlations among the 
independent variables are presented in Figure 2. This model showed adequate adjustment 
indexes: χ²(22, N = 253) = 32.38, p = 0.071, χ²/df = 1.47, CFI = 0.98, RMSEA = 0.043, 90% CI 
[0.001, 0.073], and an improvement over the first model (∆χ² = 27.53, p < 0.001). This model 
also constitutes an improvement over the null model, ∆χ² = 627.63, p < 0.001, which adjustment 
indexes were: χ²(45, N = 253) = 660.00, p < 0.001, χ²/df = 14.67, RMSEA = 0.233, 90% CI [0.217, 
0.249]. Results showed a significant association between aggression and bullying (p = 0.025), 
and between pro-sociability and popularity (p < 0.001).
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Figure 2. Structural equation model 2, con-
ducted without the interaction Aggression x 
Pro-sociability. Correlations between inde-
pendent variables and standardized regres-
sion weights are shown.

Discussion

Contrary to the results found in studies held in the United States, Canada, England, and 
New Zealand (Bukowski, 2003; Hawley, 2003; Moffitt, 1993), which found a correlation between 
positive behaviors (for example, leadership and social competence) and aggression, this study 
did not reveal that pro-sociability moderates the relation between aggression and popularity. 
In other words, the results do not support the hypothesis that positive behavior moderates 
the relationship between aggression (risk) and positive results—for example, popularity—
promoting the resilience process. This can be in part explained by the cultural differences 
between the Latin American and North American contexts, although the sample design does 
not allow drawing generalizations. The difference between the results from other studies and 
this investigation may be due to macrosystemic factors, but also to cultural aspects and the 
specific organization and dynamic processes of the school microsystem. It is possible that within 
the Brazilian culture, popularity has a different impact in peer groups and school communities, 
being more related to pro-social acts and behaviors than dominance and the instrumental use 
of aggression to gain power. In other words, an interpretation to these differences between 
the results of the present study and others held in other countries is that there is cultural 
and group reinforcement to some specific behaviors. A popular child in Brazil can be pro-
social and kind instead of tough and aggressive. Furthermore, the specific aggression form 
and function investigated could explain the results. In general, studies that identified direct 
associations between popularity and aggression focused on relational aggression and not on 
other direct forms of aggression (Rodkin & Roisman, 2010). These findings suggest that the 
social adaptation of aggressive children depends not only on their behavior but also on the 
context and its dynamic influences (Berger & Rodkin, 2011; Bronfenbrenner, 1996; Maccoby & 
Lewis, 2003). 

The lack of evidence that a positive characteristic can moderate the association between 
aggression, popularity, and bullying is supported by contemporary discussions about the 
importance of ecological and contextual analyses of aggressive behavior. Aggressive behavior is 
examined at individual and group levels and may result from social and genetic influences that 
can represent risk and protection, depending on the situation and context (Luthar & McMahon, 
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1996; Moffitt, 1993). Even though the hypothesis was not supported by the data and a positive 
moderation of risk and resilience was not found, the difference from previous studies should be 
taken into consideration when trying to clarify the existence of an interaction that is dynamic 
and not deterministic. Thus, the present study results do not exhaust the discussion, but offer 
possibilities for reflection on this risk-protection dynamic and also on the association between 
aggression and pro-sociability. More studies are needed to understand the dynamic process 
between risk and protective factors in peer groups, since some aspects could minimize and 
others may maximize the effects of risk and protection.

The findings of this study verify that aggression can be a predictor of victimization 
amongst peers (bullying), supporting results from previous researches (Bukowski & Sippola, 
2001; Hodges, Card, & Isaacs, 2003; Lisboa, 2005). Aggressive children can bother their own 
peers and friends, especially in cases of reactive aggression, making it so that these reactive 
aggressive youths are victimized (Bukowski & Sippola, 2001; Hodges et al., 2003). A group may 
also exclude or victimize a child if he or she unbalances in some way the group’s equilibrium 
and cohesion (Bukowski & Sippola, 2001; Gavin & Furman, 1989; Lisboa, 2005). Once more, 
the different forms and functions of aggressive behavior should be considered. The paradox 
involving the theme of aggression and the possibility that aggression may be adaptive should 
also be examined. 

According to the present data, pro-sociability seems to be a predictor of popularity, 
confirming previous studies showing the significant correlation between pro-sociability and 
the popularity perceived by peers (Lisboa, 2005; Salmivalli et al., 1996). In this sense, children 
can protect themselves from victimization through pro-social actions, given that these will give 
them more popularity and, as a consequence, can serve as a form of protection, because it is 
directly tied to social acceptance and domination in the group (Prinstein & Cillessen, 2003).

At the same time, the interaction between aggression and pro-sociability was not found to 
protect from bullying, nor did it encourage popularity. This contradicts the initial hypotheses 
that the relationship between aggression and pro-sociability could be a predictor of popularity 
and that the association between aggression and popularity would be more significant for 
children who were previously pro-social youth. Contradicting previous studies (Hawley, 2003; 
Little, Brauner, et al., 2003, Little, Jones, et al., 2003), in this research aggression did not 
correlate with positive behaviors. 

For a better and deeper understanding of the similarities and divergences between this re-
search and studies performed in other cultures, the differences and singularities of the context 
and culture of the participating children of this study should be considered. To do this, more 
studies are needed to clarify these cultural differences, drawing comparisons with other Latin 
American samples. Greater depth about the ecological contexts of Brazilian schools is needed. 
Findings obtained using quantitative data could be broadened and better understood using the 
methodology of ecological insertion (Paludo & Koller, 2004).

Considering the importance and influence of schools in the development of children and 
adolescents, it is important to be aware of the role of this institution in bullying prevention. 
Aside from acting at an individual, familial, and educational level, the basic needs of children 
and adolescents in school must be attended, encouraging cooperation, positive relationships, 
increasing self-esteem, and providing non-aggressive models for conflict resolution (Lisboa et 
al., 2009).

In addition to focal interventions in schools, public agencies must also be informed in order 
to develop actions aiming to diminish and control behaviors considered negative to a healthy 
social environment. It is also important to think on interventions that promote positive con-
duct, fostering conditions to increase pro-sociability among children, that can also stimulate 
popularity and friendships, which are processes considered protective factors. Taking into ac-
count that the school environment is essential for children’s social, cognitive, and emotional de-
velopment, intensifying protective factors and attenuating risk factors, healthy interpersonal 
relationships will be favored and social exclusion will be reduced, facilitating the learning 
process at schools.
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Finally, some limitations of the study undertaken are necessary to mention. One of these 
refers to the instrument used. As research on these topics—peer relations, pro-sociability, 
popularity, and the adjustment role of aggression—is still rare in Brazil, there are only a few 
specific instruments and those that exist are adaptations made to measures developed in other 
countries. Instruments that could evaluate the different forms and functions of aggression 
would make possible to drawn more consistent conclusions towards the potential of adaptation 
of this social behavior and the specific results of this study. Other hypotheses could also be 
tested, emphasizing, for example, gender differences on these social processes.
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