
TYPE Original Research

PUBLISHED 18 December 2024

DOI 10.3389/fdpys.2024.1433449

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY

Christian Berger,

Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile, Chile

REVIEWED BY

Zheng Huang,

Nanjing Vocational University of Industry

Technology, China

Eduardo Franco,

Pontifical Catholic University of Peru, Peru

*CORRESPONDENCE

Danielle Findley-Van Nostrand

findley@roanoke.edu

†PRESENT ADDRESS

Benjamin Campbell,

Ludwig Maximilian University of Munich,

Munich, Germany

RECEIVED 15 May 2024

ACCEPTED 18 November 2024

PUBLISHED 18 December 2024

CITATION

Findley-Van Nostrand D and Campbell B

(2024) Goals for, insecurity in, and

self-perceptions of peer status: short term

longitudinal associations with relational

aggression and prosocial behaviors in

emerging adults.

Front. Dev. Psychol. 2:1433449.

doi: 10.3389/fdpys.2024.1433449

COPYRIGHT

© 2024 Findley-Van Nostrand and Campbell.

This is an open-access article distributed

under the terms of the Creative Commons

Attribution License (CC BY). The use,

distribution or reproduction in other forums is

permitted, provided the original author(s) and

the copyright owner(s) are credited and that

the original publication in this journal is cited,

in accordance with accepted academic

practice. No use, distribution or reproduction

is permitted which does not comply with

these terms.

Goals for, insecurity in, and
self-perceptions of peer status:
short term longitudinal
associations with relational
aggression and prosocial
behaviors in emerging adults

Danielle Findley-Van Nostrand* and Benjamin Campbell†

Psychology Department, Roanoke College, Salem, VA, United States

Research on relational aggression in adolescents suggests it is in part driven

by the desire to attain and maintain enhanced status among peers, and recent

work also suggests certain forms of prosocial behaviors are similarly status-

motivated. However, these associations are not well understood in young adults.

In this short-term longitudinal study across 8 months (N = 215), we examined

whether relational aggression and two forms of prosocial behaviors (altruistic

and public) are related to social goals for popularity and preference, social status

insecurity, and self-perceptions of status (in terms of dominance and prestige)

concurrently and over time in emerging adults (age 18–25). Social goals for

popularity predicted increases in relational aggression and public prosociality

and were negatively related to and predicted decreases in altruistic prosociality.

Preference goals were concurrently negatively related to relational aggression

and to public prosociality and were positively related to and predicted increases

in altruistic prosociality over time. Social status insecurity moderated links

between self-perceptions of status and aggressive/prosocial behaviors, which

were largely non-significant without considering status insecurity. Finally, tests

of indirect e�ects suggest that aggression and prosociality mediate associations

between popularity goals and self-perceptions of dominance. Findings suggest

that strategic use of aggression and prosociality may not be developmentally

limited to adolescence.
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Introduction

Aggression and prosocial behaviors are each related to several important indices of
social adjustment across ages, including one’s social standing among peers. In particular,
while aggression may promote rejection among peers, and prosociality acceptance among
peers (e.g., Chávez et al., 2022), both of these are also linked to reputational status
(popularity; e.g., Casper et al., 2020; Malamut et al., 2021). Further, research separating
between forms of prosociality indicate divergence across forms in terms of relevance
to social status and respective motivations (Findley-Van Nostrand and Ojanen, 2018).
Social goals are important to understand in the context of status-oriented social behaviors
because they help to explain the “why” of particular behaviors. However, most of
the research linking relational aggression and specific forms of prosocial behaviors
to social goals and related constructs has been conducted in child and adolescent
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samples, with few studies focusing on emerging adults. In
this study, we examined social goals for popularity and social
preference, social status insecurity, and self-perceptions of status
in relation to relational aggression and self- and other-oriented
forms of prosociality in emerging adults across two time points (8
months apart).

Social status goals and relational
aggression

The peer status literature differentiates between popularity
as a reputational form of status and social preference, which
entails interpersonal likeability and acceptance (Cillessen and Rose,
2005; see van den Berg et al., 2020 for a meta-analysis). The
literature on social goals, in turn, also generally separates across
goals capturing multiple dimensions. For instance, based on the
interpersonal circumplex model of personality, social motivations
and forms of status can be understood in terms of where they fall
on the orthogonal dimensions of agency (status, self-focus) and
communion (closeness, focus on others; Locke, 2015; Ojanen et al.,
2005). Collectively, this research suggests that both peer status and
striving for respective aspects of status among peers show different
associations with social behaviors like aggression and prosociality.
Presently, we focus on emerging adults’ relational aggression and
forms of prosociality.

Relational aggression entails harming others via social
means, such as gossiping, rumor spreading, exclusion, or social
manipulation (Crick and Grotpeter, 1995). In adolescent research,
relational aggression is related to social status, and specifically
popularity, concurrently and over time (Cillessen et al., 2014;
Cillessen and Mayeux, 2004; Ojanen and Findley-Van Nostrand,
2014). Accordingly, these and related findings suggest that
relational aggression can serve a function of status attainment and
maintenance despite also eliciting negative peer reactions (e.g.,
Hawley, 2003, 2014; Reijntjes et al., 2018). Indeed, across studies
with varying conceptualizations of social goals, adolescents who
report striving for agentic, status-oriented goals, popularity goals,
and goals for social dominance score higher in relational aggression
and increase in their relational aggression over time (e.g., Dawes
and Xie, 2014; Ojanen and Findley-Van Nostrand, 2014; Wright
et al., 2012; see Hensums et al., 2023 and Samson et al., 2012 for
meta-analyses). Youth who strive for social preference or closeness
with others in turn score lower in different forms of aggression and
higher in prosocial behaviors (e.g., Li and Wright, 2013; Salmivalli
et al., 2005; Samson et al., 2012).

Relational aggression emerges early in the lifespan (Crick et al.,
2006; Tremblay, 2000) and seems to peak in late childhood and
early adolescence (though few studies have examined long-term
developmental trends; Voulgaridou and Kokkinos, 2023), where
most of the research in this area has focused. However, relational
aggression is also important to understand in emerging adults.
Emerging adulthood is a time of increased autonomy and maturity
following adolescence. Yet, like adolescence, it is also characterized
as a unique time of transition, identity development, and enhanced
focus on social relationships (Arnett, 2014; Arnett et al., 2014).
Voulgaridou and Kokkinos (2023) describe more sophisticated

social understanding, enhanced negative consequences of more
physical forms of aggression, and increased importance of social
standing to one’s self and identity as reasons to focus on adolescents’
relational aggression (see also Card et al., 2008; Yoon et al., 2004).
Conceivably, these factors are also present in emerging adults.

Most research examining relational aggression in young adults
find links with several indices reflecting interpersonal problems and
adjustment difficulties. For instance, relational aggression in young
adults is related to heightened anxiety and anger (e.g., Dahlen
et al., 2013; Goldstein et al., 2008), personality traits characterized
by interpersonal difficulties (e.g., Ostrov and Houston, 2008),
impulsivity, and hostile attribution bias (Bailey and Ostrov, 2008;
Chen et al., 2012). Importantly, being relationally victimized affects
adjustment, anxiety, depression, and even psychophysiological
factors like inhibited neural responses to rewards that might
underlie anhedonia (Ethridge et al., 2018; Gros et al., 2010;
Holterman et al., 2016; Werner and Crick, 1999). Further, while
physical aggression is relatively low in prevalence in emerging
adulthood, emerging adults report relational aggression as a
common occurrence (Werner and Crick, 1999), perhaps given
perceptions of relational aggression as socially normative (Nelson
et al., 2008).

Recent research finds that emerging adults conceptualize
popularity less in terms of aggression and more in terms of
prosocial attributes than adolescents might (Lansu et al., 2023
O’Mealey and Mayeux, 2022). Yet, popularity is still positively
correlated with relational aggression in young adults (Lansu
and Cillessen, 2012; Ruschoff et al., 2015), who also report
prioritizing status above other salient characteristics of social
life (LaFontana and Cillessen, 2010). While the above reviewed
research demonstrates relational aggression continues to be a
problem in emerging adults and is linked to social cognitive
deficits and other problems, this research has not thoroughly
considered the social status perspective that has proved fruitful in
adolescence. Thus, it is worthwhile to understand whether explicit
motivations for popularity and social preference, as distinctive
forms of status, may explain variation in relational aggression
in emerging adults. Specifically, research finds that relational
aggression affects adjustment also in emerging adults (Werner and
Crick, 1999), and that social-cognitive factors like attributional
biases and acceptability of aggression are risk factors for relational
aggression (Bailey and Ostrov, 2008; Goldstein et al., 2008).
Thus, understanding social goals as potential risk factors for
relational aggression provides an opportunity to inform efforts to
promote more cohesive social relationships and thus buffer against
impacted adjustment.

Forms of prosocial behaviors

Prosocial behaviors are usually examined globally and are
positively associated with positive social adjustment and wellbeing
(Eisenberg and Fabes, 1998), and negatively associated with
aggression (Crick, 1996). Further, general prosocial behaviors have
been found to be related to higher popularity (e.g., Lu et al., 2018)
and communal goals among peers that can be considered prosocial
in nature (Salmivalli et al., 2005). However, like aggression,
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prosociality should also be examined as multiple forms (see Carlo
and Padilla-Walker, 2020) thatmay reflect differences in underlying
social cognition. Along these lines, in a study distinctly considering
proactive (self-oriented) prosocial behaviors as separate from those
intended to benefit others, Boxer et al. (2004) found that proactive
prosocial behaviors were positively correlated with and showed
a similar pattern of correlates as aggression. Specifically, whereas
altruistic forms of behaviors were related to normative beliefs about
aggression, proactive prosociality was related to higher perceptions
of aggression as normative (Boxer et al., 2004). These forms are
also distinguishable from the perspective of peers; using both self-
and peer-reported assessments of these forms in adolescents, youth
who engage in altruistic prosociality report lower goals for peer
status and higher goals for communion/closeness among peers and
are well-liked by peers, whereas youth who engage in proactive
prosociality report higher goals for peer status and are rated asmore
popular by peers (Findley-Van Nostrand and Ojanen, 2018).

Prosocial behaviors also take multiple forms beyond
adolescence, based in part on the degree of self-interest underlying
the behavior. Carlo and Randall (2002) developed an inventory
capturing several subscales of prosociality, with multiple forms
demonstrating unique associations with constructs like moral
reasoning and empathy (Carlo et al., 2003; Mestre et al., 2019).
This measure is widely used and considered reliable across
sources (Reig-Aleixandre et al., 2023). In this study, we utilized
the altruistic and public subscales of the Prosocial Tendencies
Measures (Carlo and Randall, 2002) to examine whether these
show differing associations with social goals, status insecurity,
and self-perceptions of status. Presumably, prosociality primarily
carried out in the presence of others is proactive in nature and
thus more likely to be driven by strivings for heightened social
status. Prosociality that is less directly observable by others
(captured by the altruistic subscale items), in turn, is likely less
related to popularity strivings as such behaviors would not afford
reputational status. However, altruistic prosociality may be related
to higher goals for social preference in part simply because of
the general prosocial characteristics that align with this form of
prosocial behaviors, which also lend themselves to being well-liked.
Further, public and altruistic forms of prosociality should also
demonstrate divergence in their relations with self-perceptions of
social status: whereas public prosociality is likely related to higher
status characterized by reputation or control over others, altruistic
behaviors are likely related to higher indices of status that reflect
interpersonal regard, likeability, and respect (Cheng et al., 2013;
Maner and Case, 2016).

Social status insecurity

We also considered the role of social status insecurity, or the
degree to which one feels a degree of concern or threat over
one’s social standing. Research on adolescents shows high social
status insecurity is related to higher aggression (both overt and
relational; Li et al., 2010; Li and Wright, 2013; Long and Li, 2020).
Perhaps status is most likely to be defended (via aggression or
strategic use of prosocial behaviors) by those who are preoccupied
with the potential of losing it. While the role of social status

insecurity in relational aggression and prosocial behaviors has,
to our knowledge, not been examined in emerging adults, social
psychological theory and findings support this expectation. For
instance, research on threatened egotism demonstrates that self-
esteem that is unstable, and narcissism (inflated self-perceptions
that are themselves related to higher status goals; Findley and
Ojanen, 2013) each drive aggression more than self-esteem level
(see Baumeister et al., 2000). Further, relational insecurity or
insecure attachment is also related to heightened aggression (e.g.,
Brodie et al., 2019). Presently, we examine the role of social status
insecurity in relational aggression and forms of prosocial behaviors,
and the role of social status insecurity in explaining links between
these behaviors and self-perceptions of status. We expected status
insecurity to drive relational aggression and public prosociality and
be negatively related to altruistic prosociality (which is presumably
based in concern for others and is conceptually independent of
reputational status). Further, we expected that status insecurity
would strengthen associations between aggression/prosociality and
self-perceptions of status.

Present study

The research reviewed above suggests that both aggression and
prosocial behaviors are in part explained by social status strivings
and related constructs in adolescents. However, research focusing
on the developmental uniqueness of emerging adults’ relational
aggression and prosocial behaviors has largely not considered
the degree to which status is actively pursued in terms of social
motives, or what the role of insecurity of one’s status is in social
behaviors. As relational victimization remains relevant to emerging
adults’ adjustment (Werner and Crick, 1999), understanding these
mechanisms at this stage, especially longitudinally to capture even
short-term development, is important.

In this study, we had three overarching aims. First, we sought
to examine concurrent and longitudinal links between emerging
adults’ popularity and preference goals, social status insecurity,
relational aggression, and forms of prosocial behaviors. Secondly,
we aimed to examine whether self-perceptions of status were
related to aggressive and prosocial behaviors concurrently and
over time, and whether felt security of status may moderate
these associations. While self-perceptions of status are qualitatively
distinct from status perceived by a peer group or familiar others,
they are reflective of one’s sense of social standing and thus
relevant to emerging adults’ social behaviors. To test this aim,
we assessed self-perceptions of dominance (status earned via
coercion and fear) and prestige (status earned via respect or
valuable skills; Cheng et al., 2010) to capture dimensions of
status. We utilize the perspective of dominance and prestige as
meaningful and distinctive forms of status among peers both
because of their theoretical relevance to the social-cognitive and
behavioral factors considered presently (see Cheng et al., 2010,
2013), and because of established and validated self-report scales
capturing perceptions of status. In the peer status literature, status
is most often peer-nominated and thus reflective of a general
consensus in an established peer group. However, in emerging
adults, capturing an established peer group is far more difficult as
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the school setting where peer nominations typically take place is
far more fluid and variable than in earlier ages. Thus, we recognize
that the self-perceptions of status captured presently are not an
immediate parallel to existing work, yet they remain unexamined
in association with the variables of interest and thus were expected
to elucidate these mechanisms.

Regarding the first two aims, we generally expected that in
line with agency and communion as reflective of overarching
dimensions of cognition, motives, and behaviors (Abele and
Wojciszke, 2014; Locke, 2015), constructs in each dimension
would correlate and be predictive over time. That is, we expected
popularity goals to predict higher relational aggression, public
prosociality, and dominance, and preference goals to predict higher
altruistic prosociality and prestige. Further, as discussed above,
we expected that social status insecurity may moderate links
between aggression/forms of prosociality and self-perceptions of
status, as individuals insecure in their social standing may be most
compelled to seek to affirm or sustain their sense of especially
dominance. Third, we aimed to examine whether social goals
are related to (self-perceptions of) status via social behaviors
(relational aggression and prosocial forms). That is, do these
behaviors mediate links between striving for and feeling like one
has obtained status? Existing research has demonstrated that status
goals predict popularity via behaviors like bullying and aggression
(e.g., Ojanen et al., 2024). However, these mediated paths have not
been tested in emerging adults, or with regards to multiple forms of
prosocial behaviors.

Materials and methods

Participants and procedure

Participants (T1 N = 216; age 18–25, M = 21.7; SD = 2.24)
were recruited via Academic Prolific, where they were compensated
for their complete participation. On Prolific, the study was made
available only to emerging adults between the ages of 18–25 who
spoke English fluently, resided with the United States, and had an
approval rating of 90% or higher. Participants provided informed
consent for their participation, which included agreeing to be
contacted for recruitment in follow-up time points. All data were
anonymized and only linked to participants’ Prolific ID in order to
contact them securely via the platform’s messaging system.

Participants included 117 women (53.9%), 91 men (41.9%),
seven who identified as non-binary (3.2%), and one who identified
outside of these gender options (0.5%), and 143 white (65.9%),
32 Asian (14.7%), 31 black or African American (14.3%), 30
Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish origin (13.8%), five Middle Eastern
or Northern African (2.3%), and four American Indian or Native
Alaskan (1.8%). 115 participants (53.0%) reported being currently
enrolled in college. Participants were contacted via Prolific for a
follow-up survey 8 months after they completed the initial study.
For the second time point, there was an attrition rate of 44% (T2 N
= 120). 74 women (61.7%), 40 men (33.3%), and five non-binary
(4.2%) participants completed the second time point, for which
they were also compensated. At T2, there were 78 white (65.0%), 18
Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish origin (15.0%), 18 Asian (15.0%),

16 black or African American (13.3%), four American Indian or
Native Alaskan (3.3%), and three Middle Eastern, or Northern
African (2.5%). This study was approved by the Institutional
Review Board of the first author’s institution.

Measures

Popularity and preference goals
Popularity and preference goals were measured at T1 using an

11 item scale (Li and Wright, 2013; 1 = “Never” to 5 “Always”),
with six items capturing popularity goals (e.g., “I want to be
popular among my peers”; α = 0.86), and five capturing social
preference goals (e.g., “I want to be well liked among my peers”;
α = 0.82).

Social status insecurity
Social status insecurity was measured at T1 using the six-item

Social Status Insecurity Scale (Li and Wright, 2013; 1 = “Never”
to 5 “Always”; α = 0.88; e.g., “I worry about my popularity among
my peers”).

Relational aggression
We used the Self Report of Aggression and Social Behavior scale

(Murray-Close et al., 2010) to examine relational aggression. This
measure includes subscales reflecting across proactive, reactive,
and romantic forms. While conceptually distinct, we opted to
collapse across the forms to form a single composite variable for
three reasons. First, reactive and proactive forms can be difficult
to distinguish (see, e.g., Bushman and Anderson, 2001; despite
these showing discriminant validity when examined as general and
not specifically relational aggression; e.g., Card and Little, 2006;
Raine et al., 2006). Second, inspection of bivariate correlations
between the three forms of aggression and the other study
variables indicated few differences in associations (that is, both
the magnitude and direction of correlations between aggression
and goals, social status insecurity, and self-perceptions of status
were the same across the forms). Finally, given the number of
other aims of this study, reporting analyses across the forms
was beyond the scope of this paper. The composite aggression
variable was reliable at both timepoints (T1 α = 0.91 and T2
α = 0.90).

Prosocial behaviors
The Prosocial Tendencies Measure-Revised (Carlo et al., 2003)

was used to measure prosocial tendencies in participants. This
scale includes 23 items to assess six types of prosocial tendencies.
For this study, we included public and altruistic subscales: four
items for public (e.g., “I can help others best when people are
watching me”; T1 α = 0.85, T2 α = 0.87), and five for altruistic
[e.g., “I think that one of the best things about helping others
is that it makes me look good.” (reverse-scored); T1 α = 0.79,
T2 α = 0.81]. All items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (“Does not describe me at all”) to 5 (“Describes
me greatly”).
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Self-perceived social status
We used the self-report dominance and prestige scale (Cheng

et al., 2010) to capture self-perceptions of status at T1 and T2. The
scale consisted of 17 items assessing perceived dominance (e.g., “I
enjoy having control over others”; T1 α = 0.85, T2 α = 0.86) and
prestige (e.g., “Members of my peer group accept and admire me”;
T1 α = 0.86, T2 α = 0.84). Items were on a 7-point Likert scale,
ranging from 1 (“not at all”) to 7 (“very much”).

Analysis plan

Our analysis plan can be separated into four sections: mean-
level differences within and between participants; bivariate and
unique associations between the study variables; moderation
analysis to test the role of social status insecurity; and mediation
analysis. First, to examine whether there were mean-level
differences in the T1 and T2 study variables, we used paired
sample t-tests. To explore whether there were any mean-level
differences by gender or college student status, or whether those
who participated at T1 but not T2 differed in their level of study
variables, we used independent samples t-tests.

Secondly, we first examined associations among all study
variables using bivariate correlations. We then used regression to
examine unique associations focusing first on social goals, status
insecurity, and relational aggression and forms of prosociality, and
then focusing on self-perceptions of status and these behavioral
variables. Tests of regression assumptions indicated no issues with
multicollinearity based on correlations and low Variance Inflation
Factors. There were also no issues with homoscedasticity (based
on inspection of residual scatterplots) or linearity of associations
(based on inspection of scatterplots). However, tests of normality
indicated that, as is common in research on aggression, both
T1 and T2 relational aggression scores were skewed positively.
To account for this skew, we normalized these variables using
the Rankit procedure (Soloman and Sawilowsky, 2009). Bivariate,
unique, moderated, andmediated associations all used these scores.

Several regression models were conducted in Mplus (Muthén
and Muthén, 1998-2017) using the Full Information Maximum
Likelihood (FIML) estimator to account for missing data via
imputation. In the first set of cross-sectional models, T1 relational
aggression, altruistic prosociality, and public prosociality variables
were separately regressed upon popularity goals, preference goals,
and social status insecurity. In the second set of longitudinal
models, T2 relational aggression, altruistic prosociality, and public
prosociality were each separately regressed upon social goals and
status insecurity in addition to the T1 level of the respective
behavior. Separate regression models were ran to examine the
directional effects of self-perceptions of status (dominance and
prestige) on relational aggression, altruistic prosociality, and
public prosociality.

We also tested whether social status insecurity moderated
these associations. Moderation tests were conducted using
the Hayes Process macro (see Hayes, 2017), which tests
interaction effects using three predictors (two main effects,
and the interaction term entailing a product of the two
main effect variables) on a given outcome. Where interaction
terms were significant predictors of the outcome variable,

follow-up analyses using tests of simple slopes (e.g., Aiken
and West, 1991) were ran to examine under which levels
(±1 SD) of social status insecurity were the predictor and
outcome related.

Finally, tests of basic indirect effects to examine whether
social goals were related to self-perceptions of status via
relational aggression and prosocial behaviors were ran using
Hayes Process macro with a bootstrap estimation approach
using 5000 samples. Indirect effect tests were each conducted
separately to examine whether each social goal (T1 popularity
goals and preference goals) was related to each form of status
(T2 dominance and prestige) via the behaviors of relational
aggression, altruistic prosociality, and public prosociality
(tested at both T1 and T2). Indirect effects of the predictor
on the outcome via the mediator were considered significant
if the confidence interval of the indirect effect did not
include zero.

Results

Attrition tests and mean-level changes
over time

One hundred twenty participants from T1 also completed
the study at T2. To examine any potential differences between
those who persisted and those who did not, we tested for
mean-level differences on T1 variables. There were no significant
differences between those who persisted in the study and those
who didn’t. We used paired sample t-tests to see if average levels
of aggression, prosociality, and self-perceptions of status changed
over time. Relational aggression scores decreased from the first
to second time point (Mdiff = 0.07), paired t(119) = 16.98, p <

0.01, d = 1.55. No other measures differed in their mean level
over time.

Di�erences by gender and college-student
status

Means and standard deviations of the study variables can be
found in Table 1. Independent samples t-tests were conducted to
examine mean-level gender differences and differences by college
student status. Women scored significantly higher in altruistic
prosocial behavior at T1, t(206) = 2.27, p = 0.02, and T2, t(65.771)
= 2.12, p = 0.038 (respectively, M = 4.19; SD = 0.69; M = 4.28;
SD = 0.68) than men (M = 3.95; SD = 0.80; M = 3.95; SD =

0.86), while men scored higher in public prosocial behaviors at T1,
t(171.301) = −3.33, p < 0.01, and popularity goals at T1, t(206) =
−2.52, p = 0.01 (respectively, M = 2.09; SD = 0.95; M = 2.93; SD
= 0.92) than women (M = 1.68; SD = 0.77;M = 2.62; SD = 0.89).
There were no other gender differences. We also tested whether
the variables differed in their average levels across participants
currently in college or not. Popularity goals and self-perceptions
of dominance at T1 were both higher in participants in college
(respectively, M = 2.90; SD = 0.87; M = 3.00; SD = 1.03) than
those not in college (M= 2.56; SD= 0.86;M= 2.68; SD= 1.09).
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TABLE 1 Bivariate correlations among the study variables at time 1 and time 2.

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

1. RELA AGG —

2. Alt pros −0.29∗∗ —

3. Pub pros 0.23∗∗ −0.72∗∗ —

4. Pop goals 0.28∗∗ −0.42∗∗ 0.40∗∗ —

5. Pref goals −0.10 0.04 −0.07 0.40∗∗ —

6. SSI 0.39∗∗ −0.12 0.04 0.23∗∗ 0.14∗ —

7. Dominance 0.48∗∗ −0.45∗∗ 0.43∗∗ 0.40∗∗ −0.13 0.08 —

8. Prestige −0.11 0.03 0.04 0.14∗ 0.21∗∗ −0.36∗∗ 0.16∗ —

9. T2Rela Agg 0.68∗∗ −0.21∗∗ 0.25∗∗ 0.25∗∗ −0.19∗ 0.32∗∗ 0.34∗∗ −0.18∗ —

10. T2Alt Pros −0.34∗∗ 0.63∗∗ −0.69∗∗ −0.52∗∗ 0.00 −0.20∗ −0.35∗∗ 0.04 −0.43∗∗ —

11. T2Pub Pros 0.29∗∗ −0.56∗∗ 0.67∗∗ 0.53∗∗ 0.03 0.19∗ 0.33∗∗ 0.03 0.36∗∗ −0.82∗∗ —

12. T2Domin 0.47∗∗ −0.28∗∗ 0.32∗∗ 0.32∗∗ −0.15 0.14 0.77∗∗ 0.10 0.48∗∗ −0.41∗∗ 0.41∗∗ —

13. T2Prestige −0.01 0.04 0.03 0.18 0.18∗ −0.18∗ 0.12 0.69∗∗ −0.13 0.01 0.08 0.09 —

Time 1 variables: 1. Relational aggression; 2. Altruistic Prosociality; 3. Public Prosociality; 4. Popularity Goals; 5. Preference Goals; 6. Social status insecurity; 7. Self-Perceived Dominance; 8.

Self-Perceived Prestige. Time 2 Variables; T2 = Time 2 variable: 9. T2 Relational Aggression; 10. T2 Altruistic Prosociality; 11. T2 Public Prosociality; 12. T2 Dominance; 13. T2 Prestige. N =

216 between T1 variables, N= 1 20 between T2 variables.
∗p < 0.05.
∗∗p < 0.01.

Social goals, status insecurity, relational
aggression, and prosocial forms

Correlations among the study variables can be found in Table 1
and were mostly as expected (selected correlations are reiterated
here and in the next section). T1 popularity goals were positively
related to T1 and T2 relational aggression and public prosociality
and negatively related to T1 and T2 altruistic prosociality. T1
social preference goals were unrelated to T1 relational aggression
and unrelated to T1 public and altruistic prosociality, unrelated
to T2 prosocial behaviors, and negatively related to T2 relational
aggression. T1 social status insecurity was positively related to
T1 and T2 relational aggression, unrelated to T1 altruistic and
public prosociality, positively related to T2 public prosociality and
negatively to T2 altruistic prosociality.

In order to examine the degree to which relational aggression
and forms of prosociality were uniquely explained by popularity
and preference goals and status insecurity, we regressed each of
these behaviors onto the predictors in a cross-sectional model
(using all T1) data, as well as in a longitudinal model in which
the outcome variables were T2 assessments of behaviors, which
were also regressed onto T1 level of each respective behavior.
As seen in Table 2, T1 relational aggression and each form
of prosociality predicted themselves over time. Popularity goals
were concurrently positively related to and predicted increases
in both relational aggression and public prosociality, and were
concurrently negatively related to and predicted decreases in
altruistic prosociality. Preference goals were concurrently positively
related to and predicted increases in altruistic prosociality, were
concurrently negatively related to and predicted decrease in
relational aggression, and were concurrently negatively related to
public prosociality (but not over time). Social status insecurity

was concurrently positively related to and predicted increases in
relational aggression over time, and was unrelated to both altruistic
and public prosociality.

Self-perceptions of status, relational
aggression, and prosocial forms

In bivariate correlations, T1 relational aggression and T1 public
prosociality were positively related to T1 and T2 dominance, and
were unrelated to T1 and T2 prestige. Altruistic prosociality was
negatively related to T1 and T2 dominance, and unrelated to T1 and
T2 prestige. Given existing research demonstrating longitudinal
bi-directional associations between forms of status and social
behaviors like aggression and prosociality, we ran models testing
associations with both directional paths (i.e., in the longitudinal
models, from T1 self-perceptions of status to T2 behaviors, and
from T2 behaviors to T2 self-perceptions of status). Despite
research showing both aggression and peer status are mutually
associated over time (using peer-nominated status rather than self-
perceptions; e.g., Ojanen and Findley-Van Nostrand, 2014), these
longitudinal associations were mostly non-significant, with the
exception of one path that trended toward significance. T1 prestige
was moderately negatively related to T2 relational aggression while
controlling for T1 relational aggression and dominance (ß=−0.13,
p= 0.09).

We also tested whether social status insecurity may moderate
these associations by regressing each behavioral variable (Y) onto
self-perceptions of status (A) and social status insecurity (B), as
well as their interaction term (AxB). Several models tested indicated
that, social status insecurity (B) moderated associations between
T1 dominance (A) and T1 relational aggression (interaction
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TABLE 2 Cross sectional and longitudinal associations: social goals, status insecurity, aggression, and prosociality.

Predictor (T1) RA Altruistic Pros Public Pros

ß p ß p ß p

T1 behavior 0.59 <0.001 0.44 <0.001 0.51 <0.001

Preference goals −0.28/−0.19 <0.001/0.01 0.25/0.17 <0.001/0.037 −0.27/−0.11 <0.001/0.17

Popularity goals 0.31/0.16 <0.001/0.038 −0.52/−0.40 <0.001/<0.001 0.52/0.34 <0.001/<0.001

Status insecurity 0.36/0.07 <0.001/0.35 −0.03/−0.02 0.60/0.75 −0.04/0.04 0.63/0.52

R2 0.26/0.50 0.23/0.49 0.22/0.52

Coefficients represent cross-sectional/longitudinal models. The outcomes for longitudinal models are T2 levels of the respective variable. T1 levels of variables were used as predictors only in

the longitudinal models, so there is a single coefficient for each model in that row.

estimate = 0.10, SE = 0.05, p = 0.04); T2 (but not T1) altruistic
prosociality (interaction estimate = −0.13, SE = 0.06, p = 0.03);
T1 public prosociality (interaction estimate = 0.11, SE = 0.05, p
= 0.03); and T2 public prosociality (interaction estimate = 0.17,
SE = 0.07, p = 0.01). Simple slopes analysis testing associations
between dominance and these social behaviors at different levels
of social status insecurity indicated that in general, the association
between self-perceptions of dominance and relational aggression
or prosocial forms strengthen as participants’ level of social status
insecurity increases. For instance, dominance was unrelated to
prosocial forms for participants low in social status insecurity, while
these associations were significant for people both average and high
in social status insecurity, and the strongest for people high in
social status insecurity. See Table 3 for associations by low, average,
and high social status insecurity, and see Figures 1–4 for graphical
representations of the follow-up tests for significant interactions.
For T1 relational aggression and public prosociality, dominance
was positively related across levels of social status insecurity,
but these associations differed in magnitude across levels (again,
with the strongest being for high social status insecurity). Social
status insecurity did not moderate any associations between self-
perceptions of prestige and prosociality or T2 relational aggression,
but it did moderate the association between T1 prestige and T1
relational aggression (interaction estimate = 0.16, SE = 0.07, p
= 0.042). However, follow-up simple slope analysis indicated that
when separating among those low, average, and high in social
status insecurity, the associations between prestige and relational
aggression became non-significant for each group (though for those
high in social status insecurity, the effect was positive and trending
toward significance, estimate−0.14, p= 0.10; for those low in social
status insecurity, the effect was negative but non-significant).

Tests of indirect associations

Wewere also interested in testing whether relational aggression
and forms of prosociality mediated links between social goals
and self-perceptions of status. That is, based on empirical
and theoretical accounts of social cognition (goals) underlying
behaviors (aggression and prosociality), which in turn drive
responses from peers (status; e.g., Crick and Dodge, 1994), we
expected that relational aggression and forms of prosociality would
mediate links between popularity/preference goals and dominance
and prestige. We tested several basic mediation models in which

T1 popularity or preference goals were used as a predictor,
T1 and T2 social behavior variables were used as mediators,
and T2 self-perceptions of status were used as outcomes. All
indirect paths from T1 popularity goals and T1 preference goals
to T2 prestige via T1 or T2 aggression and prosociality were
non-significant. All indirect paths from T1 preference goals to
T2 dominance were also non-significant. T1 popularity goals
predicted T2 dominance via: T1 relational aggression (indirect
effect estimate = 0.13, SE = 0.05, CI = 0.04–0.24); T1 public
prosociality (indirect effect estimate = 0.13, SE = 0.06, CI =

0.01–0.26); T2 relational aggression (indirect effect estimate =

0.13, SE = 0.05, CI = 0.03–0.24); T2 altruistic prosociality
(indirect effect estimate = 0.22, SE = 0.08, CI = 0.08–0.39);
and T2 public prosociality (indirect effect estimate = 0.23,
SE = 0.08, CI = 0.07–0.39). See Figure 5 for coefficients of
associations in the model including T1 social behaviors, and
Figure 6 for coefficients of associations in the model including T2
social behaviors.

Discussion

Research on peer status and aggression during adolescence
is voluminous and growing. However, an understanding the role
of peer status in both aggression and prosocial behaviors in
emerging adults is just emerging. In this study, we demonstrated
that social goals for popularity and social preference among
peers are related to and predict changes in relational aggression
and both self- and other-oriented forms of prosocial behaviors
across 8 months in emerging adults. The results align with
and depart from expectations and existing research in some
ways. However, they suggest that striving for popularity, a
known predictor of relational aggression and forms of bullying
in youth (e.g., Dawes and Xie, 2014; Dumas et al., 2019;
Ojanen and Findley-Van Nostrand, 2014) continues to be a risk
factor for relational aggression in emerging adults. Further, the
results also suggest that forms of prosocial behaviors should be
understood separately, especially as they pertain to peer status
strivings which show divergent links with self- or other-oriented
behaviors. Given that relational victimization has implications for
negative adjustment in emerging adults (e.g., Gros et al., 2010;
Holterman et al., 2016), further understanding these behaviors
is important.
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TABLE 3 Moderation by social status insecurity: simple slopes results for significant interaction terms.

Association Low SSI Average SSI High SSI

Est. (SE) p Est. (SE) P Est. (SE) p

T1Dom—T1 RA 0.29 (0.06) <0.001 0.38 (0.05) <0.001 0.47 (0.06) <0.001

T1Dom—T2 AP −0.10 (0.08) 0.24 −0.21 (0.06) <0.001 −0.32 (0.07) <0.001

T1Dom—T1 PP 0.24 (0.07) <0.001 0.34 (0.05) <0.001 0.43 (0.07) <0.001

T1Dom—T2 PP 0.08 (0.10) 0.39 0.23 (0.07) 0.001 0.38 (0.09) <0.001

T1Pres—T1 RA −0.14 (0.11) 0.20 0.00 (0.03) 0.97 0.14 (0.09) 0.10

SSI, social status insecurity; Dom, dominance; Pres, prestige; RA, relational aggression; AP, altruistic prosociality; PP, public prosociality.

FIGURE 1

Simple slopes: association between T1 dominance and T1 relational aggression at low, average, and high levels of social status insecurity (SSI).

FIGURE 2

Simple slopes: association between T1 dominance and T1 public prosociality at low, average, and high levels of social status insecurity (SSI).

Relational aggression and prosocial
behaviors: associations with social goals

We found that popularity goals predicted heightened relational
aggression and public prosociality, and predicted lower altruistic
prosociality, concurrently and over time in emerging adults.

This is in line with expectations based on adolescent research
linking status-oriented social goals to both aggression and self-
serving/proactive prosocial behaviors (Dawes and Xie, 2014;
Findley-Van Nostrand and Ojanen, 2018; Ojanen and Findley-
Van Nostrand, 2014). While emerging adults may conceptualize
popularity distinctively and more prosocially relative to younger
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FIGURE 3

Simple slopes: association between T1 dominance and T2 public prosociality at low, average, and high levels of social status insecurity (SSI).

FIGURE 4

Simple slopes: association between T1 dominance and T2 altruistic prosociality at low, average, and high levels of social status insecurity (SSI).

FIGURE 5

Tests of indirect e�ects from T1 popularity goals to T2 dominance via T1 social behaviors. Each row of coe�cients represents a di�erent model (1 =

including T1 relational aggression as M; 2 = including T1 altruistic prosociality as M; 3 = including T1 public prosociality as M). **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.
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FIGURE 6

Tests of indirect e�ects from T1 popularity goals to T2 dominance via T2 social behaviors. Each row of coe�cients represents a di�erent model (1 =

including T1 relational aggression as M; 2 = including T1 altruistic prosociality as M; 3 = including T1 public prosociality as M). **p < 0.01.

populations (Lansu et al., 2023), the finding that popularity goals
predict behaviors that have previously been linked to heightened
status in youth suggests that at least for some, aggression and
prosociality are perceived to serve the purpose of establishing
popularity. This is in line with developmental accounts of processes
that form and sustain status hierarchies (Hawley, 2014), which
have also been established in young adults (Cheng et al., 2010).
Further, our findings are also in line with work finding overlap
between proactive use of prosocial behaviors and aggression
in adolescents (Boxer et al., 2004); in this study, relational
aggression was positively correlated with public prosociality at
T1 and T2.

Outside of research focusing on peer relationships, emerging
adult relational aggression has been tied to cognitive and
interpersonal issues such as hostile attribution bias, disordered
personality, and anger (e.g., Bailey and Ostrov, 2008; Ostrov and
Houston, 2008). Meanwhile, relational aggression has also been
described as “adaptive” in that it serves a social hierarchical
function of status (Hawley, 2003 Volk et al., 2015), a proposition
which may at face value seem contradictory. However, these lines
of research may be less contradictory and more reflective of either
different perspective of the same behaviors, or different underlying
etiologies that are not yet well understood.

Rectifying these viewpoints is an area for future study, but
with regards to the current findings, it could be that as popularity
becomes distinct in emerging adulthood, those who continue to
conceptualize and strive for popularity along the lines of the
more adolescent-normative view themselves experience a profile
of social skill deficits that lead to aggressive behavior intended
to serve one’s reputation. Emerging adults who strive for social
preference, as more reflective of being generally liked and held in
high regard by others, are less likely to use relational aggression
and instead are more genuinely prosocial. Indeed, in this study
social preference goals were negatively related to and predicted
decreases in relational aggression and were positively related to
and predicted increases in altruistic prosociality over time. Thus,
in terms of social motivational strategy, emerging adults who value
social preference seem to be most likely to engage in behaviors
that would facilitate generally cohesive peer relationships. This is

in line with adolescent research, which has found that social goals
for communion, closeness, and preference are related to lower
aggression and higher prosociality (e.g., Findley-Van Nostrand and
Ojanen, 2018; Salmivalli et al., 2005).

Our results also found that while social preference goals
were negatively related to public prosociality in concurrent data,
this longitudinal association was non-significant. Thus, while the
general pattern of correlates with relational aggression seemed
to also be found with public prosociality, this may be less
true of social preference goals. Perhaps some emerging adults
who strive for preference may expect proactive use of prosocial
behaviors to facilitate this aim, while others are less inclined to
consider prosocial behaviors in terms of self-interest. Research
differentiating between public and altruistic prosociality finds these
are inversely related to moral reasoning and other social cognitive
constructs (e.g., Carlo et al., 2003). In general, understanding more
about the social motivational profile of those who engage in a
variety of forms of prosocial behaviors is warranted.

Social status insecurity and
self-perceptions of status

In this study, status insecurity was concurrently positively
related to and predicted increases in relational aggression over time.
This is consistent with adolescent research, which has found that
higher status insecurity is related to overt and relational forms
of aggression (Li et al., 2010; Li and Wright, 2013; Long and Li,
2020). This finding was as expected based on adolescent research
specifically examining insecurity in social status, but also research
demonstrating more general links between relational insecurities
and aggression (e.g., Brodie et al., 2019). Contrary to expectations,
social status insecurity was unrelated to prosocial behaviors. While
status insecurity being independent of altruistic prosociality is
logical given the nature of altruism, which is in theory other-
oriented and not rooted in striving for status, we expected public
prosociality to be higher in people who may be insecure about
their social standing, as these behaviors could conceivably reaffirm
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status. However, while not directly related to prosocial behaviors
over time, social status insecurity did play an important role
in moderating associations between prosocial behaviors and self-
perceptions of status (see below).

Despite bivariate correlations between self-perceptions of
dominance and relational aggression, public prosociality, and
altruistic prosociality, these associations were non-significant over
time. Further, in both correlations and the longitudinal models,
prestige was largely unrelated to aggression and prosociality
(apart from one marginal trend in which T1 prestige predicted
lower T2 relational aggression). However self-perceptions of
dominance seem to be meaningful for relational aggression and
prosocial behavior for people with some degree of felt insecurity
about their status. These associations indicated effects that were
consistently strongest for those average and especially high in
social status insecurity: dominance predicted higher concurrent
relational aggression and public prosociality, and lower altruistic
behaviors increasingly so as participants reported greater insecurity
in their status. Thus, feeling as though one holds dominance
(characterized by coercive use of force and intimidation; Cheng
et al., 2010) over others may lead to increasingly strategic use
of both relationally aggressive behaviors and proactive prosocial
acts, and an increasingly weaker inclination for altruistic or other-
oriented acts, only if one feels as though there is a threat to lose their
dominance. However, unexpectedly, social status insecurity did not
moderate the link between dominance and later (T2) relational
aggression. We are unsure if this is a power issue given the lower
sample size at T2, or more reflective of insecurity playing a larger
role immediately vs. over time.

The findings that prestige was unrelated to aggression and
prosociality, and these associations did not differ based on
social status insecurity (with the exception of one association
with relational aggression, which was then non-significant in
follow-up tests), were somewhat surprising. However, some
of the differences between our present line of thinking may
be because of distinctions in this view of status vs. those
typically examined in the adolescent literature. That is, while
dominance and prestige are well-validated in terms of capturing
two distinct forms of status and strategies to navigate social
hierarchies (Maner and Case, 2016; Cheng et al., 2010), they
are conceptually not entirely overlapped with popularity and
preference as forms of status among peers. Both prestige and
preference align with the communal dimension of interpersonal
tendencies, whereas both dominance and popularity align with
the agentic dimension of interpersonal tendencies (Locke, 2015).
However, popularity may itself be attained via either dominance
or prestige strategies—for instance, Resource Control Theory
posits that both prosocial (e.g., flattery, ingratiation) and coercive
(e.g., forceful) strategies can facilitate high status, especially
if these are effectively balanced (Hawley, 2003). Here, we
approached self-perceptions of status from a view of general
dominance/prestige because of its strong background in explaining
adults’ status cognition and behaviors and its well-validated self-
report assessment (Cheng et al., 2010) relative to the scarcity of
valid self-reports of self-perceptions of popularity and preference.
However, it would be useful to examine self-perceptions of
popularity and preference, and/or dominance and prestige among

peers more specifically given their proximity to the current
constructs of interest.

Contributions, limitations, and future
directions

This study contributes to future research in a few ways.
First, it suggests that examining social motivations for status-
oriented behaviors is meaningful in emerging adults, a population
where this research has previously not focused. More detailed
examinations informed by these results would be helpful. For
instance, recent work in adolescents suggests that avoiding low
popularity may drive aggression more so than striving for high
popularity (Lansu and van den Berg, 2024), which may also be
true of young adults (while recognizing that popularity is somewhat
distinct at this age; Lansu et al., 2023). Second, this research
extends the literature on forms of prosocial behaviors (Carlo
and Randall, 2002) by examining these in the context of peer
social status dynamics. As with previous studies, the altruistic
and public forms of prosocial behaviors are generally inversely
related to status-relevant goals and behaviors. Third, while the
design of the study allowed us to capture constructs only across
8 months, it still offers a view of the developmental nature of
emerging adulthood relational aggression and prosocial behaviors.
This longitudinal data is valuable in overcoming issues inherent
to cross-sectional findings (though most findings replicated in
both the cross-sectional and longitudinal models). However, future
longer term longitudinal studies could flush out these mechanisms
in more detail.

This study was not without limitations. First, all variables were
self-reported and subject to social desirability and other biases.
While social goals and status insecurity are best self-reported,
replications of findings using peer or other assessments of social
behaviors and actual peer status is an important next step. As
described earlier, self-perceptions of status are distinct from a more
generalized consensus among peers or familiar others. Second,
attrition from the first to second timepoint was higher than desired.
Prolific is a valuable recruitment tool for research—however, it
does not able us to speak to why some participants opted to
not continue their participation to the second time point. Some
may have simply no longer been active on the platform and
thus did not see the follow-up recruitment call to participate,
while disinterest in the study given the content could have also
been a factor for some. Yet, there were no mean-level differences
in the Time 1 variables for those who persisted vs. did not,
which suggests there may not have been meaningful selection
effects that would affect results. However, relational aggression
did decrease over time, which can either reflect changes in
willingness to report undesirable behaviors, or perhaps greater
maturity over the 8-month period that led to a reduction in
these acts.

This study was also limited in that it did not capture
a number of other factors that may affect findings. For
instance, individual difference variables like personality, social
cognition (e.g., biases), or emotional reactivity may interplay
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with goals and status insecurity in explaining aggression and
prosociality. Nonetheless, we expect that the current findings
contribute to existing research and can inform efforts to address
these limitations.

Conclusion

Better understanding relational aggression in emerging adults
is important, as victimization by such behaviors has negative
impacts on adjustment and wellbeing and is perceived as common
among those at this developmental stage. To the extent that
relational aggression serves as function of status, as our results
and others suggest, it is also important to understand other

behaviors to paint the clearest picture of strategic efforts toward
popularity and preference. This study suggested that beyond
relational aggression, proactive (public) forms of prosociality are
also tied to striving for popularity, while more altruistic or
other-oriented forms of prosociality are more linked to desires
for social preference. Social preference goals also predicted
decreases in use of relational aggression, and thus may serve
an interpersonally protective function. Tests of indirect effects
suggest that popularity goals are linked to higher status via
relational aggression and use of prosocial behaviors, while the
moderation results suggest that self-perceptions of dominance
are only linked to aggression and prosociality for those with
some degree of insecurity in their felt status. In terms of
practical application of results, findings suggest that targeting
social motivations (for instance, by attempting to promote more
prosocial forms of status-seeking) could be an avenue of reducing
relational aggression. Collectively, the results inform efforts to
better understand peer relationships of emerging adulthood, as a
unique developmental period.
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