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Retrospective and Concurrent Victimisation as
Predictors of Social Self-Concept and Loneliness in
First-Year University Students

KaTtja KOSIR* AND URSKA ZUGELJ?

Peer victimisation during school years has been found to significantly
shape the way students perceive themselves and how they enter into re-
lationships with peers, thus impacting students’ current and long-term
wellbeing. However, victimisation has seldom been examined in univer-
sity students. The present study aimed to investigate students’ current
level of self-reported peer victimisation and perceived peer support and
their retrospectively reported victimisation as predictors of their social
self-concept and loneliness in their first year of university. First-year
university students (N = 200; 26% male) participated in the study. The
results indicated that retrospectively reported victimisation experiences
during their years of schooling explained additional variance in social
self-concept and loneliness beyond their concurrent peer experiences.
These findings indicate that experiencing victimisation during school
years could have consequences for students’ wellbeing that are not lim-
ited to the period of primary and secondary schooling, but can persist
after their transition to university. Practical implications for the promo-
tion of mental health in the higher education context are discussed.
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Retrospektivna in trenutna vrstniska viktimizacija kot
napovednika socialne samopodobe in osamljenosti pri
Studentih prvega letnika

KaTtja KOSIR IN URSKA ZUGELJ

Izkusnja vrstniske viktimizacije v obdobju $olanja pomembno soobliku-
je, kako se mladostniki zaznavajo in na kak nacin vstopajo v vrstniske
odnose, ter tako doloc¢a njihovo trenutno in dolgoro¢no blagostanje.
Vendarle pa je le malo raziskav izku$nje vrstniske viktimizacije preuce-
valo pri $tudentih. V tej raziskavi smo preucevali trenutno stopnjo sa-
moporocane viktimizacije, oporo vrstnikov in retrospektivno poro¢ano
viktimizacijo kot napovednike socialne samopodobe in osamljenosti pri
$tudentih prvega letnika. V raziskavi je sodelovalo 200 (26 % moskih)
Studentov prvega letnika. Rezultati so pokazali, da izku$nje retrospek-
tivno porocane viktimizacije v letih $olanja pojasnjujejo dodaten delez
variance v socialni samopodobi in osamljenosti, ki je ni mogoce poja-
sniti z njihovimi izku$njami trenutne viktimizacije. Te ugotovitve naka-
zujejo na potencialni u¢inek izku$nje viktimizacije v obdobju osnovne
in srednje $ole za dobrobit Studentov, ki presega obdobje primarnega
in sekundarnega izobrazevanja, ampak lahko vztraja tudi v obdobju
prehoda v visokosolsko izobrazevanje. Predstavljene so tudi prakti¢ne
implikacije ugotovitev za promocijo dusevnega zdravja v kontekstu vi-
sokosolskega izobrazevanja.

Klju¢ne besede: viktimizacija, retrospektivne mere, osamljenost,

samopodoba, Studentje
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Introduction

Peer relationships are strong sources of joy, support and satisfaction, as
well as distress, in all periods of schooling. In adolescence, the importance and
impact of experiences within the peer context on students’ wellbeing increases.
Experiencing bullying, defined as aggressive, goal-directed behaviour that harms
another individual within the context of a power imbalance (Volk et al., 2017), is
among the most hurtful sources of distress within the peer context (Juvonen &
Graham, 2014). Frequent victimisation has concurrent and long-term effects on
students” physical, psychological, relational and general wellbeing (Copeland et
al., 2013; Gini & Pozzoli, 2009; Reijntjes et al., 2010; Salmivalli, 2018).

The manifestations of bullying, as well as the underlying motives for
bullying, change during school years; in adolescence, direct forms of bully-
ing (physical and verbal) decrease while indirect, relational bullying increases
(Yeager et al., 2015). Thus, in adolescence, bullying is mainly manifested as
relational bullying (e.g., spreading rumours, excluding someone from activi-
ties) (Yeager et al., 2015). In addition, the social dynamics of bullying change
in adolescence: changes in students’ social motivation (high aspiration for
popularity, power and status among peers) can lead to the aggressive-popu-
larity norm, which means that popularity in the classroom can be achieved
through aggressive and/or bullying behaviour (Laninga-Wijnen et al., 2020).
Thus, the responses of peers as bystanders of bullying can maintain and even
enhance the bullying dynamics. Students who do not conform to the norms
of the peer group (least fitting classmates; Juvonen & Schacter, 2017) can thus
become chronic victims of bullying. Due to the growing influence of bully-
ing perpetrators on other peers, students who experience bullying become in-
creasingly isolated. Thus, they suffer not only from bullying, but also from its
consequences, which are usually manifested as increasing social isolation. This
often leads to changes in self-perception: attributing the experience of violence
to characteristics that are internal, uncontrollable and stable (characterological
self-blaming attributions; Graham & Juvonen, 1998), which hinders them from
establishing further peer interactions and enhances victimisation (Schacter et
al,, 2014). Hence, it is not surprising that peer support has been found to be one
of the strongest protective factors of victimisation (Cook et al., 2010). This has
also been confirmed in a sample of Slovenian adolescents (Kosir et al., 2020).

The experience of victimisation thus shapes how students perceive
themselves and how they enter into peer relationships. Students who were vic-
tims of bullying have been consistently found to be at higher risk for internalis-
ing problems in young and middle adulthood (Copeland et al., 2013; Ttofi et al.,
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2011). Internalising symptoms refer to various emotional difficulties, ranging
from low self-concept, social withdrawal and loneliness to symptoms of depres-
sion and anxiety. Until recently, these symptoms were perceived as “less prob-
lematic” compared to externalising symptoms, and thus received less attention
in developmental research (Guzman-Holst & Bowes, 2021). In children and
adolescents, internalising symptoms are manifested as feeling lonely and with-
drawn, avoiding social situations and feeling unwanted or inadequate (i.e., low
self-esteem). Although the relationship between being victimised and internal-
ising symptoms is complex and very likely reciprocal, some prospective studies
have been able to control this relationship for pre-existing health conditions,
family situation and other exposures to violence (e.g., family violence) when
exploring the effects of being victimised on subsequent health, educational and
social outcomes (Wolke et al., 2015). These studies indicate that victims of fre-
quent bullying report having more trouble making or keeping friends, and are
less likely to live with a partner and have social support (Takizawa et al., 2014;
Wolke et al., 2013). Recently, an increasing body of neuropsychological research
has examined biological mediators between experiencing peer violence and
mental health problems, explaining the psychological consequences of expe-
riencing social exclusion through structural and functional changes in brain
function. These studies (e.g., Quinlan et al., 2020) showed that experiencing
chronic peer victimisation affects the development of brain structure, and that
these structural brain changes predict mental health problems in late adoles-
cence or early adulthood.

Feeling related to others and establishing positive relations is a funda-
mental human need (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Deci & Ryan, 2000); the ex-
perience of victimisation grossly hinders the satisfaction of this need. Being
victimised is related to lower social self-concept, as reflected in deflated percep-
tions of the quality of peer relations, social competence and acceptance among
peers (Cook et al., 2010; Hawker & Bouton, 2000). In addition, victimisation
is related to increased loneliness (Graham et al., 2006), defined as a negative
emotional state associated with a perception that an individual’s social needs
are not met in terms of quantity or quality (Campbell, 2013). The relationship
between victimisation and self-concept, as well as loneliness, is reciprocal, since
students with low self-concept and lonely students are more likely to be seen as
vulnerable, and thus as easy targets for bullying (see, e.g., Scholte et al., 2007).
Although these relationships are well-established in adolescence, it is still quite
unclear how prior victimisation is related to the ways students build their peer
relations and how they perceive the quality of their social relations as they enter

university.
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According to the stress-buffering model (Cohen & Wills, 1985), social
support is a significant protective factor that can both promote positive social
outcomes as well as work as a buffer in children and adolescents with negative
social experiences and protects them from developing internalising symptoms.
Previous studies (e.g., Copeland et al., 2004; Rueger et al., 2008) have indicated
that peer support is one of the strongest sources of their wellbeing in school
and their social adjustment. It is thus hypothesised that peer support will be
a strong predictor of both of the measures of students’ psychosocial outcomes
used in the present study (students’ social self-concept and feelings of loneli-
ness). Furthermore, the study focuses on whether students’ retrospectively re-
ported peer victimisation explains additional variation in both psychosocial
outcomes beyond their current peer experiences, assessed as concurrent victi-
misation and peer support.

Bullying in university students

Bullying has been mostly studied in samples of early to middle adoles-
cents, thus mostly on the lower- and upper-secondary educational level. It has
seldom been studied in university students, who are typically in the develop-
mental period of late adolescence. However, as pointed out by Cassidy et al.
(2021), the risk of being bullied does not end when youths graduate from sec-
ondary school. Bullying can continue into the university level and beyond, tak-
ing different forms over the life course. According to some scholars (e.g., Fran-
cisco et al., 2015), one of the possible obstacles to the recognition of bullying
and adequate responses is related to terminological issues; the term bullying
carries a connotation of childish behaviour, and it can be difficult to associate
it with adults and environments such as universities. An additional factor that
could blur the extent of bullying at the university level is the reluctance of uni-
versity students to report bullying due to their beliefs that they should be able
to handle such situations on their own (Crosslin & Golman, 2014).

Research on bullying in university students is therefore scarce, but it has
been gaining research attention and recognition over the last decade (Cassidy
etal, 2021). Recent studies indicate that being victimised at university is related
to victimisation in previous years of schooling (Porhoéla, 2016); on a large sam-
ple of university students, Beran et al. (2012) found that students who had been
harassed in secondary school had 2.66 times greater probability of experiencing
victimisation at university. Moreover, students’ prior bullying experiences are
related to their mental health at university; on a sample of university students,
Manrique et al. (2019) found that a history of bullying in the years of secondary
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school was associated with depressive, anxiety and posttraumatic stress disor-
der symptoms in students’ first year of studies and again in their third year.

The small number of studies investigating bullying in the higher edu-
cation context has provided evidence that bullying at university is a relevant
social problem; however, the prevalence estimates vary by country, the form
of bullying and the methodology. To our knowledge, there are no studies that
have investigated bullying among university students in the Slovenian context.
Foreign studies reported the prevalence of victimisation among university stu-
dents ranging from 20 to 30% (e.g., Faucher et al., 2014; Marraccini et al., 2018)
or around 8% in studies with more rigid parameters for defining bullying (e.g.,
Schenk & Fremouw, 2012). Bullying among university students takes many
forms, which can mainly be categorised as relational bullying (e.g., spreading
rumours on the grounds of race, disability, gender, religion and sexual orienta-
tion; ridiculing or demeaning a person; social exclusion; Cowie & Myers, 2016).
Regarding forms of victimisation, female students were found to experience
bullying mostly from friends and acquaintances in the form of social exclusion,
belittling and gossiping, while male students reported being more likely tar-
geted by peers with challenges to their masculinity (Brock et al., 2014; Faucher
et al., 2014).

Some studies have investigated students’ experiences of victimisation
during different periods of schooling using retrospective measures. Based on
retrospective responses, Chen and Huang (2015) found that adolescents report-
ed higher levels of traditional and cyberbullying and victimisation for their pe-
riod of schooling prior to higher education. Anderson and Sturm (2007) none-
theless argue that studying and understanding bullying in university students
is very important; retrospective studies of bullying and victimisation that have
investigated students’ experiences of bullying during their primary and second-
ary schooling have found that there is a positive association between being a
bully or a victim in all three periods of schooling (Chapell et al., 2006; Chen
& Huang, 2015). Despite the findings of retrospective research that students re-
port the lowest occurrence of traditional and online peer violence during their
higher education schooling, the study of peer violence among students is cru-
cial (Anderson & Sturm, 2007).

The current study aimed to investigate students’ retrospectively reported
prior victimisation during school years, as well as their recent peer experiences
at university — current victimisation and perceived peer support — as predictors
of their social self-concept and feelings of loneliness in a sample of first-year
university students. The aim of the study was twofold: (1) to examine the re-
lationship between university students’ current level of peer victimisation and
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their psychosocial outcomes, and (2) to examine whether university students’
retrospectively reported victimisation during their school years predicts their
psychosocial outcomes beyond their current psychosocial experiences (self-

reported victimisation and perceived peer support).
Method
Participants and procedure

The sample consisted of 200 first-year university students (26% males)
from the three biggest public Slovenian universities (35% from the University of
Ljubljana, 35% from the University of Maribor and 30% from the University of
Primorska). Their mean age was 19.84 years (SD = 1.35).

Instruments

Current and retrospectively reported victimisation. Self-reported vic-
timisation was assessed with the Adolescent Peer Relations Instrument: Bully-
ing (APRI-B) (Marsh et al., 2011; Slovenian adaptation by Kosir et al., 2020)con-
firmatory factor analysis demonstrated a well-defined multidimensional factor
structure of reliable, highly differentiated self-concept factors. Correlations be-
tween 11 SDQII factors and 7 mental health problems (Youth Self-Report; YSR,
which measures victimisation in the verbal, physical and social subdomains.
The victimisation part of the questionnaire consists of 18 items in which the
participants reported how often they had experienced these behaviours ((e.g.,
“I was teased by students saying things to me”) on a six-point scale (1 = never
to 6 = every day). The students were asked to report their victimisation experi-
ences for two time periods: in the current academic year (concurrent victimisa-
tion) and in the years of their schooling.

Perceived peer support. The peer personal support scale from the Class-
room Life Instrument (Johnson et al., 1983; Slovenian adaptation by Kosir et al.,
2007) was used to assess perceived peer support at university. The scale consists
of five items (e.g., “My colleagues at university really care about me”). The an-
swers were given using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never true to 5 = always true).

Social self-concept. Students’ social self-concept was assessed using
the same-sex relationship subscale from the Self-Description Questionnaire
II (SDQ II-S, Marsh et al., 2004; Slovenian adaptation by Brajdot, 2001). This
questionnaire measures adolescents’ perceptions of their popularity among
peers of the same sex, their perceptions of how easily they make friends with

131



132

RETROSPECTIVE AND CONCURRENT VICTIMISATION AS PREDICTORS OF SOCIAL ...

same-sex peers, and the perceived quality of their interactions with same-sex
peers. It consists of ten items (e.g., “I make friends easily”) assessed using a
4-point scale (1 = never true for me to 4 = always true for me).

Loneliness. The UCLA loneliness scale (Russell, Peplau, & Cutrona,
1980; Slovenian adaptation by Avsec & Bajec, n.d.) was used to measure the
students’ subjective feelings of loneliness and social isolation. The scale consists
of 20 items (e.g., “How often do you feel that you lack companionship?”) rated
on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = never, 4 = often).

Research design

The participants were recruited from the three biggest public Sloveni-
an universities via e-mails sent to university teachers and student tutors, who
were asked to distribute the link to the online questionnaire to their first-year
undergraduate students. Only students who provided complete answers were
included in the analyses.

The data were collected online in March 2020 (i.e., after six months at
university). The study participants were informed about the purpose of the
study and the voluntary nature of their participation. The study was approved
by the ethics committee of the Faculty of Arts, University of Maribor.

Results

Descriptive statistics, correlations and Cronbach’s alpha reliabilities are
presented in Table 1. The participants reported relatively low levels of victimisa-
tion; higher levels of victimisation were reported retrospectively for the period
of primary and secondary schooling. The students’ victimisation in the current
academic year was positively related to retrospectively reported victimisation
and negatively related to perceived peer support; both correlations are low. The
students who reported higher victimisation during their schooling reported
a lower social self-concept and higher feelings of loneliness. The correlations
between the students’ current victimisation and their social self-concept and
loneliness were not significant. The students who perceived lower peer support
reported lower social self-concept and higher feelings of loneliness; the cor-
relation was moderate. Social self-concept and loneliness are highly negatively
correlated. The reliability coefficients were appropriate (good to excellent) for
all measures.
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Table 1

Means, standard deviations, reliabilities and correlations

M SD 1. 2. 3 4. 5
1. Victimisation - concurrent 1.07 118 (93)
2. Victimisation - retrospective 1.74 0.63 217 (.93)
3. Perceived peer support 3.48 0.72 -.20" -.07 (.87)
4. Social self-concept 3.42 0.83 -1 =31 50" (.88)
5. Loneliness 2.22 0.54 10 317 -47" =77 9N

Note. * p <.05, ** p <.00I. Cronbach’s a. reliability coefficients are shown on the diagonal (in brackets).

Table 2

Hierarchical regression analysis for variables predicting social self-concept and

loneliness

Social self-concept Loneliness

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B i B B B B B B B p B B
Step 1: control variables
Gender 025 014 006 .03 010 .05 -027 -22° -0l6 -13 -018 ~-15
AR2 .02 05"
Step 2: concurrent peer experiences
l’g‘ﬁé?r'f::l'ton ; 05 -01 021 .05 003 01 -014 -05
Peer support 0.58 .50 0.56 .48 -0.33 -44" -0.32 -43"
AR2 24" 19
Step 3: retrospectively reported peer experiences
:thrt(')r:‘feactt'f\’lg -037 -29" 025 30
AR2 08" 06"
Total R2 .02 .26 .34 .05 .24 .32
F for AR2 375 22,56 24,52 9.92" 2019 2319

Note. *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.00I; Gender: O - males; 1 - females.

In order to examine the students’ concurrent and retrospective vic-

timisation and perceived peer support as predictors of social self-concept and

loneliness, two series of hierarchical regression analyses were conducted. As

shown in Table 2, gender as a control variable entered in the first step did not

account for a significant portion of variance in predicting social self-concept,

while it explained a small portion of variance in loneliness, with male students
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reporting higher loneliness. Concurrent peer experiences entered in the second
step accounted for a significant portion of variance in social self-concept (24%)
and loneliness (19%), with perceived peer support being a positive predictor of
social self-concept and a negative predictor of loneliness. However, concurrent
peer victimisation showed no significant relation to either social self-concept
or loneliness. In the third step, retrospectively reported victimisation during
school years was entered. It accounted for a significant increase in explained
variance in both social self-concept (8%) and loneliness (6%), negatively pre-
dicting the students’” social self-concept and positively predicting loneliness.
Thus, retrospectively reported victimisation during school years explained ad-
ditional variation in both the students’ social self-concept and loneliness that is
not explained by their concurrent peer victimisation.

Discussion

In the present study, we investigated students’ concurrent peer experi-
ences at university (operationalised as peer victimisation and perceived peer
support) and their retrospectively reported victimisation during school years
in first-year university students. We found that the retrospectively reported
victimisation during school years predicted students’ self-concept and loneli-
ness beyond their concurrent peer experiences. Students who reported higher
victimisation during school years had a lower social self-concept and report-
ed higher loneliness in their first year at university. Students’ current level of
victimisation was not a significant predictor of either social self-concept or
loneliness.

Despite the cross-sectional research design of our study, these findings
could indicate that the experience of victimisation during school years af-
fects students” relationship pathways as they enter university. It is likely that
these experiences shape the way they perceive themselves in social relations
(i.e., their social cognitions; Juvonen & Schachter, 2017) and their social be-
haviour. Students who have experienced long-lasting victimisation may de-
velop distorted beliefs about themselves and about their social environment
that enhance the development of negative cognitive biases as characteristics
of internalising symptoms; however, there is a lack of studies investigating the
mediating role of cognitions in the relationship between negative peer expe-
riences and psychosocial outcomes. Furthermore, students who were bullied
during their schooling may, due to the social exclusion that usually accompa-
nies victimisation in adolescence, also lack social skills to effectively build peer
relations in new social contexts (see, e.g., Porhola, 2016). Future studies should
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address the psychological mechanisms that would, in addition to neurological
processes (see, e.g., Quinlan, 2020), explain the associations between students’
victimisation experiences and their future psychosocial functioning. The find-
ing that retrospectively reported victimisation during schooling predicts stu-
dents’ psychosocial outcomes at university is of particular importance, since
the correlation between retrospectively reported and concurrent victimisation
was low and since university students’ concurrent victimisation did not predict
their psychosocial outcomes. Thus, students” social self-concept and feelings
of loneliness could not be explained by their concurrent victimisation experi-
ence. Since our participants were first-year students, it is possible that the social
dynamics of their academic groups were not yet established. This limitation
should be taken into account when interpreting the finding that the students’
concurrent self-reported victimisation did not predict their psychosocial out-
comes. It would therefore be relevant to investigate the relationship between
peer victimisation at university and students’ psychosocial outcomes on a more
representative sample of university students.

In addition, our findings are consistent with previous studies that have
reported the experiences of victimisation in different periods of schooling be-
ing correlated (Beran et al., 2012; Chapell et al., 2006; Chen and Huang, 2015),
although, as mentioned above, the correlation between concurrent and retro-
spectively reported victimisation was low in our study.

We also found that university students who perceived higher support
from their peers at university reported a higher social self-concept and fewer
feelings of loneliness. This finding is consistent with previous studies that have
investigated the role of peer support in students’ psychosocial outcomes (e.g.,
Holt & Espelage; Kosir et al., 2020; Newman et al., 2007; Salmivalli & Peets,
2011). Nevertheless, since the role of peer relations has seldom been investigat-
ed in university students, our finding significantly contributes to the scientific
understanding of the importance of quality peer relations in higher education.

Several limitations should be taken into account when interpreting the
results of our study. Due to the cross-sectional research design, causal interpre-
tations of the relations between the students’ (prior and current) victimisation
and their self-concept and loneliness should be avoided. Additionally, the validity
of the retrospective reports of victimisation during school years is likely to be
limited, since it relies on autobiographical memory that is both reconstructive
and constructive (Grant & Ceci, 2000); people tend to remember their construc-
tion or reconstruction of past events. Despite being subject to distortions, auto-
biographical memory is nevertheless considered to be quite accurate, especially
when reporters have personally experienced the behaviours (Bovaird, 2010),
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which is the case in our study. On a minor note, common method bias (Podsakoft
et al.,, 2003) can be seen as a further study limitation, as all of the variables were
assessed using self-report measures. Lastly, since the participants were recruited
via e-mail, a random sampling procedure was not provided, which also resulted
in the unrepresentativeness of the sample with respect to gender.

Conclusions

Despite these limitations, our findings indicate that experiencing vic-
timisation during primary and secondary school years is related to students’
wellbeing later in life. Although the research does not allow for causal conclu-
sions, this finding could indicate that the consequences of experiencing victim-
isation are not limited to the period of schooling, but can persist after students
transition to university. Experiencing peer victimisation during school years is
a formative experience that contributes to students’ social and emotional learn-
ing in a negative way. Thus, our findings advocate a need for designing and im-
plementing interventions that promote inclusive classroom environments and
enable all students to develop positive social behaviours (e.g., positive youth
development programmes; see, e.g., Bonell et al., 2016). The formative poten-
tial of the educational context in higher education should be recognised; peer
experiences that students gain in higher education can work as reparative ex-
periences. Thus, implementing social and emotional learning programmes in
higher education could be of special relevance in promoting students’ social,
emotional, cognitive and moral competence. In order to effectively design tai-
lored interventions that address the needs of university students, future studies
should further investigate students’ retrospectively reported bullying experi-
ences, as well as the specifics and characteristics of bullying in higher educa-
tion, also using qualitative research methodologies that would enable a deeper
understanding of victimisation experiences in this developmental period. In
addition, future studies should further investigate the risk and protective fac-
tors for students’ victimisation in the Slovenian context, since foreign studies
indicated that there are subgroups of students with a higher risk of being vic-
timised in the university context (e.g., sexual, racial, or ethnic minorities, stu-
dents with disabilities; Cassidy et al., 2021; Wensley & Campbell, 2012).

The findings of our study and other studies that have investigated vari-
ous aspects of bullying in university students clearly indicate the need for a
stronger emphasis on students’ psychological wellbeing at the university level.
Thus, university students should not be left out of strategies and programmes
for the promotion of mental health at the systemic level. Moreover, Slovenian
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universities could rethink strategies that would enhance the supportive, safe
and inclusive social environment for students, not only focusing on academic
challenges, but also providing support for coping with issues such as victimisa-
tion, social exclusion and loneliness.
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