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Abstract
The meaning of peer victimization and its association with depression may differ 
depending on adolescents’ belief systems – implicit theories of personality – and how 
common peer victimization is in the school context. Therefore, this research tested 
the hypothesis that associations among victimization, depressive symptoms, and 
implicit theories vary across schools that also differ in their rates of victimization. 
Multilevel, cross-sectional, pre-registered regression analyses using data from 
a new U.S. national sample of 6,237 ninth grade adolescents in 25 schools showed 
that implicit theories about people’s ability to change moderated the link between 
victimization and depressive symptoms only when school levels of peer victimization 
were high, such that victimized adolescents who endorsed an entity (who believed 
that people can’t change) theory were more depressed than peers who endorsed an 
incremental theory (who believed that people can change). When school levels of peer 
victimization were low, implicit theories did not moderate the association between 
victimization and depressive symptoms. These results suggest that belief systems may 
mainly affect victimization-related mental health when victimization seems to be a 
part of an inevitable and thus unchanging social reality, but not when victimization 
already seems temporary and uncommon.
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Introduction
Adolescent school transitions often coincide with increases in socially-adverse 
experiences such as victimization, in part because moving to a new school alters 
the peer status hierarchy (Benner, 2011; Goldstein, Boxer, & Rudolph, 2015). Peer 
victimization has been known to contribute to a vicious cycle whereby victimized 
adolescents become distressed and suff er poorer mental health, which in turn can 
invite further victimization from peers over time (Reijntjes et al., 2010; Sentse et 
al., 2017). Therefore, a high scientifi c and societal priority is to identify potentially-
modifi able processes that contribute to victimization-related mental health problems 
during adolescents’ school transitions.

Adolescents’ implicit theories about the malleability of human social or moral 
characteristics represent a social-cognitive factor that shows promise for 
understanding the link between victimization and mental health.  Implicit theories  
are belief systems that guide adolescents’ interpretations of, and responses to, events 
in their social worlds, especially socially-stressful, evaluative events, such as peer 
rejection, exclusion, and relational aggression (Dweck et al., 1988; Molden & Dweck, 
2006; Yeager, Miu, Powers, & Dweck, 2013). There is some empirical evidence that 
implicit theories can aff ect associations between victimization and depressive 
symptoms (Yeager et al., 2014; Yeager, Trzesniewski, et al., 2013). That is, adolescents 
who hold an entity theory of personality - the idea that people’s traits cannot change, are 
more likely to see victimization as carried out by and to people who cannot change. 
This appraisal can lead adolescents to worry about their victimization or exclusion 
enduring perpetually.  However, adolescents who hold more of an incremental theory 
of personality believe that people have the capacity to change and thus may think 
that victimization is done by and to people who can change over time; they tend to 
see their future as more hopeful. In prior research, youth with an incremental theory 
were less distressed following social exclusion (Yeager et al., 2014) and reported fewer 
depressive symptoms following victimization (Yeager, Trzesniewski, et al., 2013) 
compared to their peers with an entity theory.

Despite the increasing evidence that implicit theories can improve health and buff er 
against the emotional sequelae of victimization encounters, to date studies have 
not separated within- from between-context victimization: individual victimization 
versus the average victimization among peers in one’s environment. This is relevant 
because implicit theories have greater eff ects in situations in which individuals 
experience ego threat - that is, an event or communication that has unfavorable 
implications about the self, such as one’s abilities or traits (Burnette et al., 2012). This 
threat perception likely depends on whether adolescents are the only ones being 
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victimized or have fellow victims: thus between-context victimization becomes an 
important factor to consider (Garandeau et al., 2018; Huitsing et al., 2012; Schacter & 
Juvonen, 2016, 2018). Consequently, the extent to which implicit theories shape the 
meaning of victimization may be heterogeneous across social contexts that differ in 
the extent to which victimization is common. To address this, we separated the roles 
of individual- and context-level victimization. We examined whether the impact of 
adolescents’ implicit theories on associations between individual victimization and 
depressive symptoms depends on the average prevalence of victimization in their 
school.

Theory
Implicit Theories ´ Context Interactions on Mental Health Correlates of 
Victimization
A focus on contextual heterogeneity of the role of implicit theories calls for an 
integration of psychological and sociological perspectives (Yeager et al., 2019). The 
psychological perspective describes how implicit theories shape the meaning of 
experiences, whereas the sociological perspective considers how informal social 
contexts strengthen such individual processes. Below, we focus on this interaction 
between individuals and their context: we discuss two hypotheses regarding 
the contributions of implicit theories to associations between victimization and 
depressive symptoms in schools where victimization is less common (few fellow 
victims hypothesis), versus schools in which victimization occurs more frequently 
(many fellow victims hypothesis).

Few fellow victims hypothesis. This hypothesis proposes why implicit theories 
might primarily affect victimized adolescents’ depressive symptoms in schools 
where victimization is less common (i.e., with few fellow victims). Implicit theories 
play a greater role in adolescents’ adjustment in contexts where they perceive an 
ego threat, such as those that emphasize personal failure (Burnette et al., 2012). 
Victims may particularly experience such feelings of failure when in contexts with 
few fellow victims. Social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954) suggests that people 
seek to evaluate themselves by comparing their stressful experiences to those of 
relevant others. For adolescents, those relevant others are generally their peers. When 
adolescents are worse off than their peers, they tend to attribute the cause of their 
experiences to their own deficiencies (Weiner, 1985). Thus, in a situation in which 
adolescents are targeted for victimization events and are surrounded by few fellow 
victims, the comparisons will likely result in internal attributions that they have 
caused victimization, resulting in greater maladjustment (Garandeau et al., 2018; 
Huitsing et al., 2019; Juvonen, Schacter, Sainio, & Salmivalli, 2016). These internal 
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causal attributions can be considered as feelings of failure, and therefore increase 
the impact of implicit theories on mental health outcomes.

Adolescents who endorse an entity theory will perceive their experiences of failure 
as being fi xed, and thus become more hopeless and depressed (Abramson & Metalsky, 
1989), believing that victimization will be perpetual. Adolescents who endorse an 
incremental theory of personality may not necessarily grow hopeless, but view 
possible internal causes as factors that can be changed to improve their situation 
(Burnette et al., 2012). Adolescents with an incremental theory try to actively improve 
their future outcomes through making targeted eff orts, learning, and striving to 
strengthen their abilities or attitudes when faced with setbacks such as victimization 
(Molden & Dweck, 2006). Thus, victims with an incremental theory may view these 
perceived internal causes as changeable, making then more hopeful. This is a tentative 
expectation, because it is also possible that perceived internal causes for victimization 
seem diffi  cult to defi ne and to change, even for those with an incremental theory. In 
short, the few fellow victims hypothesis thus posits that implicit theories may predict 
the sequelae of victimization, thus depressive symptoms mainly in contexts with few 
fellow victims, because these contexts instill the feelings of failure that are targeted 
by implicit theories.

Many fellow victims hypothesis. Implicit theories could also be relevant in contexts 
where victimized adolescents are surrounded by many fellow victims. An entity 
theory generally makes individuals more inclined to perceive others’ behaviors and 
intentions as hostile (Yeager, Miu, et al., 2013) and is characterized by the belief that 
bad people like bullies will not change. Therefore, adolescents who endorse an entity 
theory will consider their own experiences of being victimized and observations of 
frequent bully attacks in the environment as “social proof” of their beliefs. Hence, the 
perception that bullies cannot change in an environment where bullying seems to be 
part of a common and inevitable, thus unchanging social reality will lead to greater 
hopelessness and depression that victimization is perpetual.

At the same time, for adolescents who hold an incremental theory and thus believe 
that that they can change their situation, a context with many fellow victims can 
provide resources that help them to cope with their experiences. An incremental 
theory is most helpful in a context that provides resources to change the situation 
(Yeager et al., 2019), and fellow victims can form such resources. Based on the 
similarity attraction hypothesis of friendship formation (Mcpherson, Smith-Lovin, 
& Cook, 2001), individuals are more likely to befriend and support each other when 
they share certain characteristics. Therefore, bullied youth often befriend others who 
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are victimized (Lodder, Scholte, Cillessen, & Giletta, 2016; Sentse, Dijkstra, Salmivalli, 
& Cillessen, 2013; Sijtsema et al., 2009). In turn, having victimized friends can buffer 
youth against experiencing distress related to victimization (Brendgen et al., 2013; 
Schacter & Juvonen, 2018). Thus, a context where adolescents have more fellow peers 
provides them with resources to put their beliefs about the potential to change into 
practice.

The Current Study
We extend previous research on the effects of implicit theories on the emotional 
sequelae of being victimized (Yeager, Trzesniewski, et al., 2013) by examining how this 
effect depends on the social context. We examined whether ninth grade adolescents’ 
(N = 6,237) implicit theories affected their depressive symptoms related to individual 
victimization experiences. Moreover, we examined whether this pattern differed 
across levels of context-victimization in their school. This is a novel approach in two 
ways. First, it gives more comprehensive insights in what contributes to detrimental 
victimization correlates by considering how individual social-cognitive moderators 
interact with social context. Second, it moves the field on implicit theories forward 
by introducing the role of context. Although effects of implicit theories have been 
demonstrated across multiple health and performance domains, the literature has 
almost exclusively focused on individual processes (Yeager et al., 2019). However, we 
examine whether the health impact of implicit theories may interact with the larger 
contexts in which adolescents are embedded.

Our preregistered hypotheses were that adolescents’ individual-level victimization 
and entity theory (with lower levels indicating an incremental theory) would predict 
greater depressive symptoms (H1). Further, we expected that holding an entity theory 
would predict a stronger association between victimization and depressive symptoms 
(H2). Last, we hypothesized that this overall pattern depended on the prevalence of 
victimization in adolescents’ school context (H3). On the one hand, implicit theories 
could play a larger role in schools where victimization is less common, because in 
this environment adolescents with an entity theory will particularly believe that 
people like them cannot be changed. On the other hand, implicit theories could 
also play a larger role in schools where victimization is more common, because this 
context reinforces those with an entity theory that bullying is part of a common 
and unchanging social reality, while offering resources to those who believe in 
change. Study design, hypotheses, and analytic plans were preregistered at https://
osf.io/4qb5d.
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Method
Participants
A total of N = 6,237 ninth-grade adolescents (49% boys) were recruited from 25 
high schools, located in 16 states across the United States. The schools were sub-
sampled from an existing national probability sample of schools, the National Study 
of Learning Mindsets (or NSLM, Yeager, 2019), with the 2017-2018 cohort of 9th graders, 
which was two cohorts after the initial cohort of 2015-2016 9th grade students who 
participated in the NSLM. The present sample is not strictly representative because it 
subsamples from a nationally-representative sample, but it is highly heterogeneous 
and inclusive of the diversity of school contexts in the U.S. (see Appendix 6.2), and so 
it is informative for testing the present study’s hypotheses.

Measures
Individual and school-average victimization. These were assessed with six items 
about physical, verbal and relational victimization experiences by other students in 
the last two weeks (1 = never to 5 = a few times a week; Prinstein, Boergers, & Vernberg, 
2001). A sample item was: “Another student threatened to hurt or beat me up.” As 
expected, most of the variance in victimization existed between individual students 
instead of schools, intra-class correlation = .01.

Validity analyses (Appendix 6.1) of the operationalization of the victimization 
measure on the school level supported the use of the aggregated mean score of all 
items of victimization. We performed validity analyses because aggregates of self-
reported victimization are sensitive to bias by students’ frame of reference (reference 
bias; Duckworth & Yeager, 2015). The aggregated mean score was associated with 
moderately higher school suspensions (r =  .34) and lower school quality ratings 
(according to greatschools.org; r = -.36), and slightly more discipline incidents (r = .14), 
which are considered more objective indicators of social safety and thus victimization 
levels. Hence, we assessed school-average victimization with the aggregated mean 
scores across all items (M = 1.34, SD = 0.01; range 1.22-1.47) and consistently used the 
mean to construct the individual measure of victimization (α = .79).

Depressive symptoms. These were assessed using the Children’s Depression 
Inventory (mean of 26 items, suicidal ideation item removed; Kovacs, 1992; α = .90). 
Each item asked participants to report which of three levels of a symptom described 
their feelings best in the past two weeks (e.g., 0 = “I am sad once in a while”, 1 = “I am 
sad many times,”, 2 = “I am sad all the time,”). We analyzed the unweighted average of 
the items.

6
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The intra-class correlation was .02. Thus, most of the variance in depressive symptoms 
existed between individual students instead of schools. However, the design effect 
(Deff) that considers cluster size was Deff = 5.98, suggesting the need for a multilevel 
approach (Muthén & Satorra, 1995).

Entity theory of personality. This was assessed with the mean of eight items: four 
focused on bullies/victims (Miu & Yeager, 2015; Yeager, Trzesniewski, et al., 2013), 
and four on social status more generally (Lee & Yeager, 2019). Items measured the 
extent to which adolescents endorsed an entity theory of personality—the belief that 
status-relevant social traits (e.g., bullies, victims, winners, and losers) are fixed and 
cannot change— or an incremental theory of personality—the belief that people’s 
status-relevant traits can change. Higher composite scores reflect more of an entity 
theory of personality, whereas lower scores reflect more of an incremental theory 
of personality. Sample items include “Bullies and victims are types of people that really 
can’t be changed,” “Popular people and unpopular people are types of people that really 
can’t be changed” (six-point scale, 1 = Strongly disagree to 6 = Strongly agree; α = .82).

Covariates. Adolescents’ self-identified gender was assessed with a binary variable 
(0 = male, 1 = female). School achievement was a latent variable used as a covariate on 
the school-level, created from state standardized test scores, PSAT scores, rates of 
taking and passing A.P. courses, and related achievement indicators (Tipton, Yeager, 
Iachan, & Schneider, in press).

Past year individual victimization was a mean score of seven questions about 
victimization experiences during the last year (1= never to 5= very often): “I have 
been made fun of or disrespected because of my: (1) weight, (2) appearance, (3) school 
performance, (4) race, (5) family income, (6) religion, (7) sexuality or being gay/
lesbian” (α = .81). A random 50% of participants answered these questions because 
they were exploratory.

Analytical Strategy
Analyses were performed in Mplus 8.0. Using multilevel modeling, we first estimated 
standard random-intercept models to test the simple effects of victimization and 
entity theory on depressive symptoms (H1), and a continuous interaction effect of 
individual victimization ´ entity theory (H2). Second, we tested the role of school-
average victimization in those patterns, using standard random-intercept and 
random-slope mixed effects models (entity theory ´ individual ´ school-average 
victimization; H3). We did the latter by first estimating models in which the random 
slope were associations of an entity theory and (respectively) peer victimization 
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with depressive symptoms, which varied randomly across school-level victimization 
(individual victimization ´ school-average victimization; entity theory ´ school-
average victimization). Next, we also included the three-way interaction with 
individual victimization ´ entity theory ´ school-average victimization.

When the signifi cant interaction eff ect included school-average victimization, we 
conducted follow-up analyses across “lower” victimization schools, which were 
schools where adolescents were on average rarely victimized (below the median of 
1.33 out of fi ve-point scale, N = 2,999; k = 12) versus “higher” victimization schools, 
where adolescents were victimized on average at least a few times (equal to or above 
the median, n = 3,238; k = 13). In both sub-samples we analyzed (1) how continuous 
associations between victimization and depressive symptoms diff ered across levels 
of the continuous measure of entity theory of personality, and (2) simple eff ects of 
victimization on depressive symptoms across incremental (<2 on entity theory scale: 
n = 1,108) versus entity (>4 on entity theory scale: n = 878) groups (Claro, Paunesku, & 
Dweck, 2016). The latter approach excluded data from a large number of participants 
(n = 4,251) who showed more average implicit theories. Therefore, as a sensitivity 
analysis, we replicated the results using a less strict, mean-split approach for the 
entity scale (below-mean: n = 3,238; above-mean: n = 2,999).

Additionally, when testing the main and interaction eff ects, we controlled for 
potentially confounding eff ects of adolescents’ individual longer-term history of 
victimization that mainly took place in adolescents’ previous middle school (past 
year in 8th-grade). The reason is that we aimed to examine how adolescents shape 
the meaning of individual victimization experienced in a particular context, and not 
their experiences of victimization in a diff erent context. We also examined results of 
all analyses without this covariate and whether it interacted with the associations 
(Appendix 6.3). Further, we controlled for gender and school achievement because we 
expected mean-level diff erences in depressive symptoms between boys and girls and 
between schools that diff er in academic achievement. However, we did not expect that 
gender or school achievement would aff ect associations between implicit theories, 
victimization and depressive symptoms, or the role of context.

Missing data were handled using Full Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML) 
estimation (Enders, 2010). Models using the total sample did not diff er from those for 
only the subsample of adolescents with complete data. In all analyses, we used group-
mean centering of individual predictors (level 1) and grand-mean centering of the 
school-average (level 2) predictors, so that individual versus school-average eff ects 
can be orthogonally estimated and residual errors are not confounded (Raudenbush 
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& Bryk, 2002). Maximum Likelihood estimation with Robust standard errors (MLR) 
was used.

Results
Descriptive Statistics
Table 6.1 displays descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for the central 
constructs of interest at the individual level; Table 6.2 includes these at the school level. 
On average, adolescents in the sample experienced low levels of depressive symptoms 
(never to sometimes), held a neutral entity theory, thus between incremental and 
entity, and had been victimized only a few times. However, there was variability in all 
three of these measures, and that variability was correlated, both on the individual 
and the school level. On the individual level (Table 6.1), adolescents with higher levels 
of victimization (r =  .42, p < .001) and higher entity theory (r =  .29, p < .001) also 
reported greater depressive symptoms. Those with higher levels of victimization also 
held more fixed implicit theories (r = .23, p < .001).

On the school level (Table 6.2) schools in which students had on average higher 
depressive symptoms also had students with on average higher entity theory (r = .45, 
p = .024), higher victimization (r = .67, p < .001), and worse school prior achievement 
(r = -.36, p = .008).

Table 6.1 Individual-Level Correlations among Study Variables

Correlations Mean (SD) Min-max

Variable 1. 2. 3.
1. Depressive symptoms (N = 6,237) -- 0.41 (0.32) 0-2
2. Entity theory (N = 6,230) .29*** -- 2.94 (0.41) 1-6
3. Peer victimization (N = 6,137) .42*** .23*** -- 1.33 (0.55) 1-5

Note. *** p < .001.

Table 6.2 School-Level Correlations among Study Variables (N = 25)

Correlations Mean (SD) Min-max

Variable 1. 2. 3. 4.
1. Depressive symptoms -- 0.42 (0.01) 0.32-0.56
2. Entity theory .45* -- 2.96 (0.03) 2.70-3.40
3. Peer victimization .67*** .52** -- 1.34 (0.01) 1.22-1.47
4. School achievement -.36 -.46* -.16 -- 1.63 (1.64) -1.69-2.00

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
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Multilevel Models
Estimating two-level models, we examined the interplay between individual-level 
victimization and entity theory on depressive symptoms, and how the average levels 
of victimization in adolescents’ school interacted with this pattern (Table 6.3).

Individual (level 1) effects. Standard random-intercept models showed that 
adolescents with higher levels of entity theory and victimization had higher levels 
of depressive symptoms (H1; Model 1). However, the entity theory and individual-level 
victimization interaction was not signifi cant (H2; Model 2). That is, the concurrent 
associations between individual students’ level of victimization and depressive 
symptoms were not moderated by adolescents’ implicit theories.

School (level 2) eff ects. Higher school-level average victimization was associated 
with greater depressive symptoms, but school-level victimization did not further 
exacerbate the extent to which individuals’ entity theory or victimization were 
associated with depressive symptoms (Model 3). However, as shown by Model 4, 
and in line with H3, we found a signifi cant school-average victimization (Level 2) ´ 
individual-level victimization (Level 1) ´ entity theory (Level 1) cross-level interaction 
eff ect on students’ depressive symptoms (b = 0.30, 95% CI[0.10 – 0.50], p =  .003; 
β = 0.41).

To interpret this three-way interaction, we conducted follow-up analyses across 
schools that were lower in victimization (below the median, n = 2,999; k = 12) versus 
higher in victimization (above the median, n = 3,238; k = 13). First, analyses on the 
continuous entity ´ peer-victimization interaction across school contexts showed that 
in schools where victimization was more common, holding a higher entity theory 
exacerbated the extent to which higher peer victimization was related to higher 
depressive symptoms (b = 0.02, p =  .020, R2 =  .29). In schools with lower levels of 
victimization, entity theory did not moderate associations between peer victimization 
and depressive symptoms and, if anything, the result was non-signifi cantly in the 
opposite direction (b = -0.02, p = .068, R2 = .24).

This pattern is presented in Figure 6.1, which is based on estimates of simple eff ects 
of peer victimization on depressive symptoms across incremental and entity 
groups and victimization contexts (the raw data distribution without covariates 
is shown in Figure A6.1). First, these patterns indicate that both in low- and high-
context victimization schools, individuals with an entity theory had highest levels of 
depressive symptoms. Second, for those who are victimized, an entity theory seems 
to exacerbate eff ects on depressive symptoms only in schools where victimization 
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is on average high, and not in schools with few other victims. This also means that 
holding an incremental theory only buffered the effects of victimization in high- but 
not low-victimization schools. The same patterns were shown when using the less 
strict classification of incremental versus entity theory (the mean-split approach of 
the entity theory scale) which uses data from all participants.

Table 6.3 Results of Multilevel Models Estimating Effects of Entity Theory, Individual and School-Average 
Victimization on Depressive Symptoms

Model 1 (H1) Model 2 (H2) Model 3 Model 4 (H3)

b [95%CI]
Main effect

b [95%CI]
Individual

b [95%CI]
Cross-level

b [95%CI]
Final model

Level 1 (Individual) (N = 6,237)
    Entity theory 0.07**

[0.06;0.08]
0.07***

[0.06;0.08]
0.07***

[0.06;0.08]
0.07***

[0.06; 0.08]
    Peer victimization 0.18**

[0.16;0.21]
0.18***

[0.16;0.20]
0.18***

[0.17;0.20]
0.19***

 [0.17;0.21]
    Entity theory ´ Peer victimization 0.00

[-0.02;0.02]
0.00

[-0.02; 0.02]

Level 2 (School) (k = 25)
    School-average
    Peer vict.

0.48***
[0.26;0.69]

0.45**
[0.19;0.71]

    Cross-level
    Entity theory ´ School-average peer 
    victimization

-0.03
[-0.17;0.11]

-0.01
[-0.11;0.09]

    Victimization ´ School-average peer 
    victimization

0.22
[-0.04;0.48]

0.06
[-0.28;0.32]

    Entity theory ´ School-average peer 
    vict. ´ Peer vict.

0.30**
[0.10;0.50]1

Variance
    Level 1 Residual variance 0.072*** 0.072*** 0.082*** 0.069***
    Level 2 Intercept variance 0.001 0.002*

Note. * p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001. Unstandardized effects are shown. We controlled for clustering 
at the school level, and covariates were gender, previous school victimization and school-average 
achievement. 1 Standardized: β = 0.41, 95%CI[0.03;0.75], p = .007. Model 1 includes the fixed effects 
of individual entity theory and victimization on depressive symptoms and Model 2 includes their 
interaction. Model 3 also estimates effects of school-average victimization, and Model 4 includes the 
three-way cross-level interaction between individual victimization (Level 1), entity theory (Level 1) 
and school-average victimization (Level 2).
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Figure 6.1. Predicted Results for Depressive Symptoms by Peer Victimization across In-
cremental (n = 1,108) and Entity Theory (n = 878), Lower (Average of Rarely Victimized) 
and Higher (Average of Victimized a Few Times) School-Average Victimization.
Note. Similar letter subscripts after slope coeffi  cients refer to similar slopes, based on a (non-)
signifi cant diff erence in 95% CI ’s (p > .05). Analyses are based on simple eff ects of peer victimization 
on depressive symptoms across incremental and entity theory groups in lower versus higher school-
average victimization schools. Results are comparable when using a mean-split variable of the 
entity theory scale (Low = 3,238; High = 2,999) which uses data from all participants: binc,low = 0.18a, 
bent,low = 0.15ab, binc,high = 0.13b, bent,high = 0.17a. 

Discussion
The present study aimed to expand knowledge on individual social-cognitive 
processes that could aff ect the mental health correlates of victimization, in interaction 
with social context. Previous experimental research has shown that adolescents’ 
beliefs about people’s ability to change (implicit theories of personality) infl uence 
their emotional distress after encounters of exclusion and victimization (Yeager et al., 
2014; Yeager, Trzesniewski, et al., 2013). More specifi cally, fi ndings from those studies 
indicated that adolescents who held beliefs that people can change (incremental 
theory) experienced less distress and depressive symptoms after being victimized 
by peers, compared to adolescents who held fi xed beliefs about the potential to change 
people’s characteristics (entity theory). However, we showed heterogeneity of these 
eff ects across social contexts. Holding an entity theory only exacerbated the eff ects 
of victimization on depressive symptoms in schools in which victimization was more 
common. In schools where victimization was less common, adolescents who held an 
entity theory experienced greater depressive symptoms in general than those with 
an incremental theory but did not experience diff erent eff ects of victimization on 
depressive symptoms. Thus, as hypothesized, eff ects of implicit theories on emotional 
correlates of victimization depend on how common victimization is in adolescents’ 
school.

6
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What explains the importance of implicit theories in schools where adolescents 
have more fellow victims? These environments create a social reality where 
victimization seems common and inevitable and thus unchanging, which will be 
particularly threatening to adolescents with an entity theory who believe that bad 
people like bullies cannot change. This perception will relate to more hopelessness 
and depression that their victimization will persist. The hostile school context thus 
provides social “proof” of their deterministic beliefs that they are unable to escape 
victimization. By contrast, adolescents who endorse an incremental theory, believing 
that it is possible for their victimization to change, may not consider having more 
fellow victims as a threat. They could perceive it as an opportunity to seek out peer 
resources, because these peers can share their plight and help them cope.

This insight also sheds new light on recent studies that showed how victims might 
be protected against mental health problems when they were not alone (Brendgen et 
al., 2013; Garandeau et al., 2018; Huitsing et al., 2019; Schacter & Juvonen, 2018). These 
studies posit that having fellow victims could help victimized youth to emotionally 
cope with victimization. Our findings suggested that having fellow victims was 
indeed associated with fewer depressive symptoms among victimized adolescents, 
but only among those who had more flexible beliefs and not among those with more 
fixed beliefs.

In schools where victimization was less common, implicit theories did not contribute 
to effects of victimization on depressive symptoms; those with an entity theory did 
not differ from those with an incremental theory in the effect of victimization on 
depressive symptoms. We did thus not find support for our “few fellow victims” 
hypothesis, which was based on the premise that ego threats exacerbate effects of 
implicit theories on adjustment (Burnette et al., 2012) and that low-victimization 
contexts can more strongly evoke ego threats because they strengthen self-blaming 
processes (Schacter & Juvonen, 2016). We expected that adolescents who endorsed 
an entity theory perceived the ego threat as evidence that they would not be able 
to change their position (Burnette et al., 2012), whereas those with an incremental 
theory would be less harmed by victimization in these contexts, because they may 
translate internal causal attributions to learning goals. However, our findings 
suggested a pattern in the opposite direction: that those who held an incremental 
theory in low-victimization schools suffered most from being victimized compared 
to other groups, at least based on their steeper slopes. Perhaps, attributing the cause 
of victimization to one’s own behaviors or characteristics still provides youth with an 
incremental theory with little information about what behaviors they need to change, 
and this lack of control leaves them more hopeless (Brown & Siegel, 1988; Sanjuán & 
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Magallares, 2009).  This aligns with previous evidence that those with an incremental 
theory need supportive contextual resources to be able to change their situation, and 
a low-victimization context may provide victims with insuffi  cient resources to do so 
(Yeager et al., 2019).

Overall, our fi ndings suggest that adolescents pay attention to the social context when 
they apply their implicit theories to make sense of their experiences. This central 
role of the peer context is not surprising, particularly in this developmental phase 
in which adolescents just made the transition to high school and try to understand 
the new social reality. Adolescents mainly look to their peers to interpret their own 
experiences (Brechwald & Prinstein, 2011; Killen, Rutland, Abrams, Mulvey, & Hitti, 
2012) and when this peer context provides evidence of their implicit theories it 
strengthens their impact (Yeager et al., 2019). As such, believing that people cannot 
change is more harmful when the peer context also signals that victimization is part 
of a common and unchanging social reality. Further, believing that people can change 
seems more helpful when the environment off ers resources to make that change.

Strengths and Limitations
To our knowledge, this study was the fi rst to test the interactive role of school 
context and implicit theories in predicting the links between peer victimization and 
depressive symptoms. In doing so, we relied on a U.S. national sample from sixteen 
states that included information from more than 6,000 students in 25 schools. 
 Moreover, we were the fi rst to address reference bias in a school-average measure 
of victimization, by showing that the measure was associated with more objective 
indicators of peer aggression in schools. Despite the insights gained, our results need 
to be interpreted with some limitations in mind.

First, we could not test the temporal direction of the associations with our cross-
sectional design. It is therefore possible that depressive symptoms or implicit theories 
preceded victimization or that these are bidirectional processes. However, this does 
not aff ect our fi nding that the associations were only observed in schools where 
victimization was more prevalent, and thus that the role of implicit theories is 
aff ected by context. Nevertheless, it is valuable to test whether eff ects of victimization 
on changes in depressive symptoms over time can be aff ected by implicit theories 
across contexts.

Moreover, our victimization measure was limited to a time span of two weeks that also 
corresponded with the time scale of depressive symptoms. Although this allowed us 
to focus on more short-term eff ects, it is likely that we underestimated victimization 
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because it has been shown that being victimized monthly also contributes to 
maladjustment (Solberg & Olweus, 2003). Thus, future studies should replicate the 
analyses presented here to examine whether they are consistent when using different 
victimization measures, such as measures that use longer retrospective time spans 
in the same context.

Last, the findings were entirely based on self-report. Perhaps, depressed adolescents 
or those who endorsed an entity theory were more likely to perceive themselves as 
victims. It is therefore important to examine these effects with different informants, 
such as peers.

Suggestions for Future Research and Practical Implications
Our findings raised questions beyond the scope of the current research. First, it 
is important to test whether the assumed theoretical mechanisms indeed explain 
the different role of implicit theories across victimization contexts. For example, 
do adolescents who endorse an entity theory perceive high-victimization contexts 
as more hostile, and do those who endorse an incremental theory perceive these 
contexts as more resourceful? Studies that tackle those questions could help to 
interpret the current findings more comprehensively.

Second, do the findings differ when focusing on aggression or revenge as outcomes? 
It has been shown that implicit theories can also influence associations between 
victimization and aggression or desires for vengeance following peer provocation 
(Yeager, Trzesniewski, et al., 2013). These patterns may also interact with context, for 
example through greater hostile intent bias and greater vigilance to status threats 
(Lee & Yeager, 2019) among adolescents with an entity theory in high-victimization 
contexts.

Last, the findings also have implications for research on implicit theories. Although 
effects of implicit theories have been shown across multiple domains including 
intelligence, social and moral behaviors, internalizing and externalizing coping 
outcomes, and stress, health and well-being, to date the literature on implicit theories 
has predominantly focused on individual processes (Yeager et al., 2019). However, 
according to our findings, effects of implicit theories on social adversity correlates can 
interact with the larger contexts in which adolescents are embedded. We hope this 
inspires researchers to consider other possible implicit theories ´ context interactions 
when focusing on their effects on social adversity correlates. More knowledge about 
the role of context is important to guide researchers in designing studies that are 
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powered to detect eff ects (or not) within the subgroup of contexts that are expected 
to show eff ects (Tipton & Hedges, 2017).

In addition to implications for future research, our study also has practical 
implications for implicit theories interventions, which should be interpreted with 
caution given the cross-sectional nature of the study. Adolescents with an entity 
theory had, on average, greater depressive symptoms across both school contexts, 
suggesting that interventions that target depressive symptoms may be eff ective 
irrespective of the average level of victimization in the school. However, interventions 
that particularly aim to decrease the emotional correlates of victimization may need 
to primarily target adolescents in schools where victimization is more prevalent, 
given that implicit theories only showed eff ects there.

Overall, our findings implicate that adolescents’ mental health correlates of 
victimization, particularly after the transition to high school, are aff ected by the 
interplay between individual social-cognitive processes (implicit theories) and 
contextual factors that may give rise to diff erent construals of socially adverse events. 
This raises awareness of the need for future longitudinal studies that can examine 
which mechanisms explain the diff erent role of implicit theories across school 
contexts. This is important to direct interventions aimed at reducing the harmful 
eff ects of peer victimization during adolescence.
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Appendices
Appendix 6.1: Analyses to Determine Validity of the Context-Level 
Victimization Measure
·To determine the most valid operationalization of our school-level victimization 
measure, we compared four possible ways of operationalization (the aggregated 
individual mean across all items, maximum score of all items, and dichotomized 
mean/maximum score) in their associations with publicly available data about 
the schools that could be considered indicators of social safety in each school (see 
our pre-registration for details: https://osf.io/4qb5d/). We focused exclusively on a 
measure of victimization in the last two weeks. Our pre-registration also included a 
measure of victimization in the past year, but this time span seemed less suitable to 
understand effects of adolescents’ current context who attended a different school 
in the year prior to data collection.

·The four indicators of social safety in the school were (1) chronic absence, (2) 
suspensions, and (3) great schools rating, as the most recently available rating of 
school quality (all pulled from www.greatschools.org) and (4) incidents reported 
in 9th grade (collected among participants of the current study in the context of the 
National Study of Learning Mindsets).

·The mean score of victimization correlated strongest with the criteria, especially 
with more suspensions (r =  .34, p =  .10) and lower Great Schools rating (r = -.36, 
p = .08), see Table A6.1.

Table A6.1 Validity Analyses School-Level Victimization: Pearson Correlations among Criteria and Past Two 
Weeks Victimization (6 items)

Variable
% Chronically 
absent (n = 24)

% Suspended
(n = 25)

Great Schools
(n = 25)

Discipline incidents
(n = 12)

Mean  .04 .34† -.36† .14

Dichotomized mean -.17 .16 -.20 .08

Maximum -.01 .23 -.28 .14

Dichotomized 
maximum -.17 .16 -.20 .08

Appendix 6.2: Demographics across Schools
Schools were diverse with regard to students’ self-reported ethnicity/race 
demographics. The within-school ranges of ethnicity/race were 11.0%-81.0% 
(M = 49.5%) white/European-American, 0.0%-50.5% (M = 13.2%), Hispanic/Latinx, 
0.0%-56.1% (M =  11.9%), black/African-American, 0.0%-12.3% (M = 5.6%), Asian/
Asian-American, 1.2%-10.0% (M= 5.8%), Middle Eastern, 0.0%-28.2% (M = 3.6%), 
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Native American Indians, 0.0%-0.1% (M = 1.7%), Hawaiian/Pacifi c Islanders, and 3.3%-
14.6% (M = 8.6%) had another race/ethnicity.

In terms of maternal education as an indicator of family socioeconomic status, within 
schools, 0.1%-20.5% (M = 10.3%) said their mother did not fi nish high school, 9.4%-
22.6% (M = 15.7%) said their mother fi nished high school without a college degree, 
5.0%-17.8% (M = 11.1%) reported some college-level courses, 2.4%-13.8% (M = 7.5%) 
reported a two-year associate degree, 6.4%-29.8% (M = 18.1%) reported a 4-year 
college degree, 2.5%-25.0% (M  =  10.0%) reported a master’s degree, 0.6%-9.8% 
(M = 3.3%) said their mother completed a PhD or other professional degree, and 
15.1%-33.3% (M = 24.0%) did not know their mother’s highest obtained degree.

Appendix 6.3: Consistent Findings without Victimization in Previous School 
as Covariate
We examined whether the results of the hypothesis tests were affected by 
the covariate victimization experiences in the previous school (i.e., past year 
victimization) that was included in these analyses as potential confounder. Results 
without the covariate included were similar for all hypotheses, compared to those 
that included this covariate. Eff ects were comparable for H1 (individual victimization: 
b = 0.21, p < .001; entity theory: b = 0.07), H2 (individual victimization ´ entity theory: 
b = 0.00, p = .923), and H3 (individual victimization ´ entity theory ´ school-average 
victimization: b = 0.27, 95% CI [0.06 – 0.48], p = .007; β = 0.37). Although adolescents’ 
history of victimization in the previous school explained signifi cant variance in 
depressive symptoms (b = 0.10, p < .001) it did not interact with the associations 
(non-signifi cant interaction: b = -0.01, p = .923).
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Lower school-average victimization

Higher school-average victimization

Figure A6.1. Graphic Representation of the Data Distribution in Both School Contexts (No 
Covariates Included).
Note. We collapsed the answer categories of the victimization scale from “a few times” to “a few times 
per week” into one category because there were only a few observations in these highest categories.

Binnenwerk - Werkbestand - Tessa Kaufman.indd   146 29-12-2019   16:07:27



Implicit Theories, Peer Victimization, and Depressive Symptoms

6

Binnenwerk - Werkbestand - Tessa Kaufman.indd   147 29-12-2019   16:07:27



Binnenwerk - Werkbestand - Tessa Kaufman.indd   148 29-12-2019   16:07:28


	Chapter 6



