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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

The present study examines whether positive future orientation Received 26 August 2019
might buffer the association between peer victimization and Revised 1 January 2020
adverse outcomes from a sample of urban African American ado- ~ Accepted 25 March 2020
lescents. More specifically, it was hypothesized that peer victimiza- KEYWORDS

tion would be significantly associated with internalizing problems, African Americans; bullying;

a decline in school grade, substance use, peer aggression, and future orientation; peer
suicidal thoughts. It was also hypothesized that positive future victimization; urban
orientation would moderate the link between peer victimization

and these outcomes. Cross-sectional research was conducted in

Chicago’s Southside, and the study comprised a sample of 638

African American adolescents, ages 13 to 24. Analyses for the study

consisted of descriptive statistics, bivariate correlation, and ordin-

ary least squares regression. Peer victimization was found to be

directly associated with internalizing problems, peer aggression,

and suicidal thoughts. Positive future orientation was also found to

buffer the association between peer victimization and peer aggres-

sion and suicidal thoughts. It is important for researchers to identify

protective psychological resources in the various high-risk neigh-

borhood that can buffer the association between victimization and

psychosocial problems. It is also imperative that victims of bullying

are involved in programs that foster positive development and

reduces the likelihood of psychosocial problems and problematic

behaviors.

Peer victimization is defined as the experiences of children and adolescents of
being a target of aggressive behavior of other children who are not necessa-
rily siblings (Hawker & Boulton, 2000). Over the years, peer victimization
experienced by racial and ethnic minority adolescents has received significant
research attention (Bradshaw et al.,, 2013). African American adolescents,
particularly those in a low-income, urban community, are confronted with
violence on a daily basis, which can increase their risk of peer victimization.
However, study findings on African American adolescents’ experiences in
peer victimization have largely been inconsistent. Some studies found that
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African American adolescents are at significant risk of peer victimization
(Carlyle & Steinman, 2007; Peskin et al., 2006). Carlyle and Steinman (2007)
study, which consisted of a nationally representative sample of 6-12'" graders,
and Peskin et al.’s (2006) study, which included a sample of urban African
American and Hispanic students in grades 6-12, both reported that peer
victimization was more frequent among African Americans. Other studies
found that peer victimization tends to be lower among African Americans,
relative to other racial groups (Koo et al., 2012; Seaton et al., 2013; Spriggs
et al., 2007; Wang et al.,, 2009). The differences in the study findings may be
due to the predictors that were considered. For instance, Koo et al. (2012)
found that assimilation significantly increased peer victimization risks among
Latina and African American female adolescents. Seaton et al. (2013)
reported that African American and Latino’s subjective perceptions of racial
discrimination were linked to their experiences in peer victimization.

Nevertheless, there is a large body of research literature that demonstrates
that peer victimization manifests various psychosocial problems (Hanish &
Guerra, 2000; Hawker & Boulton, 2000; Karlsson et al., 2014; Sullivan et al.,
2006). Among them are depressive symptoms, anxiety, low self-esteem,
suicidal thoughts and tendencies, reduced academic performance, and sub-
stance use (Bannink et al., 2014; Kaminski & Fang, 2009; Silberg et al., 2016;
Valdebenito et al., 2015; Wolke et al., 2014; Woods & Wolke, 2004). There is
also evidence, which suggests that adolescents who are victimized by their
peers have a tendency to display aggressive behavior (Brockenbrough et al.,
2002; Camodeca & Goossens, 2005). Not all victims of bullying suffer
psychological problems and academic challenges, such as those reviewed
herein, and researchers have considered factors that protect adolescents
from the negative effects of peer victimization (Graham, 2016). Parental
support, friendship, and school support, for example, have been identified
as protective factors that buffer against adverse outcomes of peer victimiza-
tion (Bollmer et al., 2005; Stadler et al., 2010). However, little is known about
another type of protective factor-an adolescent’s future orientation, which
appears to be important for individuals in low-income neighborhoods. The
present study aims to explore whether positive future orientation might
moderate the association between peer victimization and adverse outcomes
from a sample of urban African American adolescents in Chicago.

Positive future orientation as a protective factor

Future orientation refers to an individual’s thoughts, motivations, feelings,
and plans about his or her future (J. E. Nurmi, 1991). Adolescence is a period
where future orientation is rapidly developing (Greene, 1986); adolescence is
a critical “turning point” during which an individual makes important
choices that can impact their future (e.g., school performance; Quinton
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et al., 1993). Future orientation provides an avenue for setting goals, devel-
oping plans, exploring options, and making commitments, which can guide
an individual’s behavior (Bandura, 2001; J. E. Nurmi, 1991; Seginer, 2005).
Adolescents with a hopeful sense of their future have the tendency to
demonstrate clearer goals, have a better ability to make plans, and have the
ability to overcome obstacles to their future (Johnson et al., 2014). Thinking
about the future positively can promote positive adolescent development (J.
Nurmi, 1989; Nurmi et al., 1995). Positive future orientation is particularly
important for adolescents who are struggling with negative life circumstances
(Kerpelman et al., 2008). Furthermore, as suggested by McCabe and Barnett
(2000), future orientation can be an important protective factor for racial and
ethnic minority adolescents in a low-resourced and high-risk neighborhood.

Future orientation would allow an individual to dream and hope for better
possibilities in their future, which could then set the stage for actions that can
increase their goal attainment (Kerpelman et al., 2008). The negative associa-
tion between positive future orientation and the manifestation of psychoso-
cial problems have been documented in a number of studies. One study,
which examined the relationship between future orientation and violent
behavior among urban African American high schoolers, reported that
a higher level of future orientation was negatively associated with violent
behavior over time (Stoddard et al., 2011). Another study, which included
a sample of 300 adjudicated adolescents, reported that individuals with more
positive future orientation were less likely to use marijuana, illicit drugs, and
alcohol (Robbins & Bryan, 2004). A recent study by Hamilton et al. (2015)
also found that adolescent’s tendency to think about their future might
impact whether experiences in victimization induce hopelessness and subse-
quently, depressive symptoms.

Adoption of a temporal perspective that focuses on the future can also
promote an adolescent’s motivation for desired educational outcomes, as
indicated in several research findings (Adelabu, 2008; Brown & Jones, 2004;
Lens & Tsuzuki, 2007). According to the findings from Adelabu (2008) and
Brown and Jones (2004), positive future orientation was related to higher
grades and grade point averages. Adolescents with highly future-oriented
mind-set are likely to prepare well and succeed academically (Lens &
Tsuzuki, 2007) as they are likely to delay gratification (e.g., using drugs) in
the pursuit of goal-directed behaviors for the sake of a brighter future (Cheng
et al., 2012). It would appear, therefore, that adolescents who are future-
oriented are likely to be intrinsically motivated (Horstmanshof & Zimitat,
2007) and as a result are more likely to delay gratification and do well
academically and less likely to engage in negative behaviors.

Taken together, the present study, which includes a convenience sample of
urban African American adolescents in Chicago’s Southside aims to test the
following hypotheses:
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(a) Hypothesis 1: Peer victimization would be positively associated with
internalizing problems, a decline in school grades, substance use, peer
aggression, and suicidal thoughts.

(b) Hypothesis 2: Positive future orientation would buffer the association
between peer victimization and internalizing problems, a decline in school
grades, substance use, peer aggression, and suicidal thoughts.

Method
Sample

Cross-Sectional research was conducted between August of 2013 and January of
2014 in Chicago’s Southside. The study was approved by the Institutional
Review Board at the last author’s institution. The study participants were
recruited from low-income communities which consisted predominantly of
African American residents where the range of average annual median incomes
was between 24,049 USD and 35,946 USD, with Chicago’s average of 43,628
USD. The percentage of single female-headed households in these areas ranged
from 28.9% to 32.3%, with Chicago’s average being 13.9%. Participants were
recruited in three high schools, one youth church group, two community youth
programs, and four public venues that are frequented by adolescents, such as
parks, fast food outlets, and movie theaters. The number of individuals
approached at each site, and the persons who enrolled included the following:
schools (579/606), community centers (38/42), churches (44/49) and public
venues (39/56). The overall response rate was 87% of the 753 adolescents who
were initially invited to participate in the study. The total sample for the present
study is 638. Adolescents were eligible for the study if they self-identified as
African American and were between the ages of 13 to 24 years. Those under
eighteen-years-old provided informed assent and had a caregiver who also
provided informed consent. Those who were eighteen years of age and older
independently provided consent. The age range of 13 to 24 years was selected as
they represent early to late adolescence.

Measures

All study participants completed a series of a self-reported questionnaire,
which consisted of the following measures:

Peer victimization
This was measured with the four-item University of Illinois Victimization
Scale developed by Espelage and Holt (2001). Items from the scale have been
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utilized in prior research (e.g., Holt & Espelage, 2007, a =.86). Participants
were asked how often the following have happened to them in the past
30 days: “Other students called me names,” “Other students made fun of
me,” “Other students picked on me,” and “I got hit and pushed by other
students.” Responses options consisted of 0 = “Never”, 1 = “1 or 2 times”,
2 = “3 or 4 times”, 3 = “5 or 6 times”, and 4 = “7 or more times.” The

Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this scale was .87.

Internalizing problem

This was measured with four items, which were derived from the Brief
Symptom Inventory-18 (Derogatis, 2000). Items from this scale have been
utilized in prior research (e.g., see Kim et al., 2017 for reliability and validity
of the measure). Study participants were provided with the statement, “Read
each one carefully and select the choice that best describes how much that
problem has distressed or bothered you during the past 7 days, including
today”, with the following subcategories: “Feeling no interest in things”,
“Feeling blue”, “Feeling hopeless about the future”, and “Feeling fearful or
worried”. Response options were 0 = “Not at all’, 1 = “A little bit”,
2 = “Moderately”, 3 = “Quite a bit”, and 4 = “Extremely.” The Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient for this scale was .73.

Grades in school
These were measured with one item, which asked, “On your last report card,
what grades did you mostly get in your core subjects (Math, Science, English,
and Social Studies)? Please select only one answer.” Response options were
5 = “Mostly As”, 4 = “Mostly Bs”, 3 = “Mostly Cs”, 2 = “Mostly Ds”, and
1 = “Mostly Fs”.

Substance use

This was measured with six items; study participants were asked the follow-
ing questions: “Have you ever smoked a whole cigarette or cigar (tobacco)?”,
“Have you ever taken ecstasy? (Molly, MDMA)?”, “Have you ever used Lean
or Krokodil (cough syrup, codeine)?”, “Have you ever had at least one drink
of alcohol?”, “Have you ever used marijuana (blunts, pot, weed)?”, and “Have
you ever used crack or cocaine?” Response options for these questions were
0 = “No” and 1 = “Yes.” The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this scale
was .69.

Peer aggression

This was measured with four items from the University of Illinois Bully Scale
developed by Espelage and Holt (2001). Items from the scale have been
utilized in prior research (e.g., Espelage & Holt, 2007, a = .90; Espelage
et al., 2003, a = .87). Participants were asked how often the following have
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happened to them in the past 30 days: “In a group, I teased other students”,
“I teased other students”, “I threatened to hurt or hit another student”, and “I
excluded other students from my clique of friends.” Responses options
consisted of 0 = “Never”, 1 = “1 or 2 times”, 2 = “3 or 4 times”, 3 = “5 or
6 times”, and 4 = “7 or more times.” The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this

scale was .76.

Suicidal thoughts

These were measured with one item; participants were provided with the
statement, “Read each one carefully and select the choice that best describes
how much that problem has distressed or bothered you during the past
7 days, including today” with the subcategory, “thoughts of ending your
life”. Response options were 0 = “Not at all”, 1 = “A little bit”,
2 = “Moderately”, 3 = “Quite a bit”, and 4 = “Extremely”.

Positive future orientation
This was measured with two items from a modified version of the
Coopersmith’s Self-Esteem Scale (Coopersmith, 1967; Whitaker et al,
2000). Items from the scale have been utilized in prior research (see
Robbins & Bryan, 2004, a = .73). Participants were provided with the
statement, “Below is a list of items that can describe your various perceptions
about life. Considering yourself now or within the last 6 months, please select
the answer that best expresses your feelings” with the following subcate-
gories: “I can do just about anything I really set my mind to do” and “I have
great faith in the future.” Response options were 0 = “Not true”,
1 = “Somewhat or sometimes true”, and 2 = “Very true or often true.” The
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this scale was .83.

Covariates for the study included age (continuous), sex (male/female), and
government assistance (“Are you currently receiving free or reduced lunch
and/or SNAP benefits [Link Card]?”; 0 = no, 1 = yes).

Procedures

Flyers with the study description were posted at each location, and trained
research assistants introduced the study to the potential participants in these
locations. Each participant was provided with a detailed letter, which includes
information about the study, along with parental consent forms, and those who
returned the signed consent forms were enrolled in the study. Adolescents
recruited in public venues were only asked to participate if a caregiver was present
to provide consent. Questionnaires were administered in small groups whenever
possible. All study participants were monitored by the research assistants and had
completed the self-administered questionnaire. Adolescents who were recruited
from schools, community programs, and churches were provided with the
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questionnaire in those respective locations in spaces assigned by the venue. The
few individuals who were recruited in public venues (e.g., parks, fast food venues)
were given the questionnaire in a quiet space at or near those venues. In such
instances, questionnaires were only administered if a caregiver was present to
provide consent, and the questionnaire could be immediately administered. The
questionnaire lasted up to 45 minutes to complete, and the participants were each
given 10 USD USD.

Analytic techniques

Analyses for this study include descriptive statistics, bivariate correlation, and
ordinary least squares regression. First, descriptive statistics consist of fre-
quency, means, and standard deviations of the study variables (see Table 1).
Bivariate correlation is comprised of the correlation coefficients between the
variables. The moderators were tested using the ordinary least squares
regression analyses. Positive future orientation was the moderator variable
of the association between peer victimization (slope) and the adverse out-
comes (internalizing problems, grades in school, substance use, peer aggres-
sion, and suicidal thoughts). Five conceptual models, which included five
different dependent variables, were employed to test the moderating effect
using the interaction term; that is, the effect of peer victimization depends on
the level of positive future orientation. Analyses were performed using
R programming.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics (N = 638).

Variables N(%) M(SD)
Peer victimization 2.12 (3.20)
Internalizing problems 3.05 (3.23)
Grades in school 3.79 (0.87)
Substance use 1.38 (1.47)
No 249 (40.4%)

Yes 368 (59.6%)

Peer aggression 1.79 (2.68)
Suicidal thoughts 0.39 (0.92)
Positive future orientation 2.97 (1.38)
Age 15.8 (1.41)
Sex

Males 290 (45.5%)

Females 346 (54.4%)

Government assistance

No 153 (24.4%)

Yes 476 (75.6%)
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Results
Descriptive statistics

Table 1 presents the results from the descriptive statistics. Study participants
consisted of 290 males (45.5%) and 346 females (54.4%); their mean age was
15.8 years old. For substance use, 249 (40.4%) reported “no”, while 368
(59.6%) reported “yes.” With respect to government assistance, 476 (75.6%)
have received SNAP benefits, while 153 (24.4%) have not.

Correlation analysis

Table 2 presents the bivariate correlations among the study variables. Peer
victimization was found to be positively correlated with internalizing pro-
blems (r = .363, p < .01), substance use (r = .126, p < .10), peer aggression
(r = 472, p < .01), and suicidal thoughts (r = .251, p < .01). Positive future
orientation was also found to be negatively correlated with internalizing
problems (r = — .094, p < .50) and suicidal thoughts (r = — .163, p < .01).

Ordinary least square regression analysis

Table 3 shows the results of the main and interaction models from the
ordinary least squares regression analysis. Peer victimization (8 = .60,
p < .001), older adolescents (8 = .09, p < .05), and female sex (f = — .16,
p < .01) were significantly associated with internalizing problems. Age was
the only variable that was associated with grades in school (8 = - .09,
p < .05). For substance use, older adolescents (f = .26, p < .05) and male
sex (B = .13, p < .05) were found to be significant. Peer victimization
(B = 1.11, p < .001) and positive future orientation (f = .08, p < .05) were
shown to be associated with peer aggression while holding the covariates
constant. Peer victimization ( = .74, p < .001), positive future orientation
(B =-.09, p <.05), and female sex (f = — .11, p < .01) were significantly
linked with suicidal thoughts.

The interaction term, peer victimization x positive future orientation, was
negatively associated with peer aggression (f = — .21, p < .001) and suicidal
thoughts (8 = — .14, p < .001) while controlling for the covariates. The
interaction, however, was not statistically significant with respect to inter-
nalizing problems, grades in school, and substance use. The estimated rela-
tionship between peer victimization and peer aggression and the relationship
between peer victimization and suicidal thoughts for positive future orienta-
tion were presented in Figures 1 and 2. Figures 1 and 2 show that the slopes
for the low level (-) of positive future orientation in peer aggression and
suicidal thoughts (squared values were applied to reduce extreme outliers)
were higher than the slope for the high level (+) of positive future
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Figure 1. Positive future orientation as a moderator of the association between peer victimiza-
tion and peer aggression.

orientation. This result suggests that increases in peer victimization were
associated with higher increases in peer aggression and suicidal thoughts
among adolescents with a low level (-) of positive future orientation com-
pared to those with a high level (+).

Discussion

The present study examined the association between peer victimization and
various psychosocial outcomes among a convenience sample of urban
African American adolescents. More specifically, the study tested whether
positive future orientation buffered the association between peer victimiza-
tion and internalizing problems, grades in school, substance use, peer aggres-
sion, and suicidal thoughts. Partially supporting the first proposed hypothesis
and consistent with past research (e.g., Brockenbrough et al, 2002;
Camodeca & Goossens, 2005; Hawker & Boulton, 2000; Kaminski & Fang,
2009), the study found that peer victimization was directly associated with
internalizing problems, peer aggression, and suicidal thoughts. However, the
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Figure 2. Positive future orientation as a moderator of the association between peer victimiza-
tion and suicidal thoughts.

study found no significant associations between peer victimization and
grades in school and substance use. For urban African American adolescents,
a strong association appears to exist between experiencing peer victimization
and internalizing (e.g., suicidal thoughts) and externalizing (e.g., aggressive
behaviors) problems. Given that these adolescents are likely to be chronically
exposed to violence in their neighborhood, being victimized by peers might
trigger a “fight or flight” response (Kunimatsu & Marsee, 2012), which is not
an uncommon response among urban adolescents living in poverty (see Hall
et al., 2008). Adolescents who are unable to avoid peer victimization might
feel a sense of hopelessness, which can contribute to the development of
internalizing problems (see Hamilton et al., 2015). Grades in school may not
be affected by peer victimization; rather, it might be due to structural
disadvantages within the neighborhood, such as a lack of educational
resources that would optimize students’ performances in school (see
D’Amico, 2001; Kozol, 1991). Furthermore, peer victimization may not be
related to substance use among the study sample, which is not surprising
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considering that the rate of substance use tends to be significantly lower
among African American adolescents relative to their peers of other racial
groups (see Carlton-Smith & Skeer, 2015; Johnston et al., 2017; Kann et al,,
2016; Miech et al., 2017).

Also, partially supporting the second hypothesis, the study found that
positive future orientation buffers the association between peer victimization
and peer aggression. Positive future orientation was also found to buffer the
association between peer victimization and suicidal thoughts. Similar to
Hamilton et al.’s (2015) study, this study finding seems to suggest that how
adolescents perceive their future will likely affect whether peer victimization
might exacerbate or constrain these psychosocial problems. Scholars have
recognized the development of a future-oriented perspective as an important
source of resilience for racial minority adolescents in a low-resourced and
high-risk environment (McCoy & Bowen, 2015). Adolescents with positive
aspirations for their future may perceive their current behavior as being
linked to their future goals and are likely to be concerned about the con-
sequences of their behaviors (Stoddard, Zimmerman, & Bauermeister, 2011).
It is safe to suggest that if adolescents envision a positive future for them-
selves, they would be expected to engage in fewer risk-taking and health-
compromising behaviors that can impede their vision of their future, such as
aggressive behavior and suicidal thoughts (Stoddard & Zimmerman, 2011).
On the other hand, overcoming internalizing problems might be challenging
for adolescents who are bullied even in the presence of positive future
orientation. These adolescents are likely to be victimized by their peers
frequently in the neighborhood and might feel a sense of depression and
anxiety because they are unable to avoid the situation. Taken together, the
present study supports a rich body of literature, which indicates that having
a positive future aspiration can be a source of strength and resilience for
urban adolescents who are victimized by their peers.

Limitations and implications for research

The present findings indicate that future orientation can play an important
role in buffering behavioral and health risks that are associated with experi-
ences in peer victimization in urban settings. To the best of our knowledge,
these findings are among the first to examine the adverse psychosocial out-
come of peer victimization in a high-risk neighborhood and the buffering
role of future orientation on peer victimization. However, the study also has
limitations that need to be acknowledged. First, a convenience sample from
Chicago’s southside was used, which would limit the generalizability of the
findings. It is important to consider various samples from urban areas.
Second, a cross-sectional research design is another serious limitation,
which limited our ability to examine the precise interplay between peer
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victimization and adverse outcomes. It is important to adopt a rigorous,
longitudinal research design, such as the autoregressive cross-lagged model
in future research. Third, despite the validity of the measures for internaliz-
ing problems, the item “feeling hopeless about the future” appears to overlap
with the items for positive future orientation in the study. As a result, the
measures for positive future orientation may be conflated with the measures
for internalizing problems. Future studies might measure internalizing pro-
blems using a validated scale, such as the Child Behavior Checklist, which has
been widely utilized. And finally, positive future orientation and suicidal
thoughts were assessed with a limited number of items, which would limit
the validity of the constructs. It is important to use measures with more
sound psychometric properties.

Despite these limitations, the present study has implications for research.
Although the protective role of future orientation has received significant
research attention, there has been limited attention to how future orientation
would be related to peer victimization, especially for urban adolescents. In
a low-income urban setting, adolescents are confronted with a number of
risk factors; as such, the negative outcomes of peer victimization could
contribute to a higher level of behavioral problems. According to Hamilton
et al. (2017), a positive future orientation can minimize negative behavioral
outcomes and at the same time, promote positive youth development (see
Catalano et al, 2004). This study provides evidence of the importance of
psychological resources for adolescents in Chicago’s southside. Future
research needs to identify protective psychological resources in the various
high-risk neighborhood that can buffer the link between victimization and its
associated consequences.

Conclusion

Anti-bullying practices need to be consistent, with clearly outlined evidence-
based practice models of interventions in order to secure more positive
behavioral outcomes for all involved. Practitioners in an urban school setting
should endeavor to utilize culturally responsive and inclusive prevention
strategies. It is also essential that practitioners and school officials remain
attentive to the importance of creating a safe and nurturing environment for
all students. Practitioners can possibly work with school administrators to
provide training in bullying prevention and intervention for school staff
members. Such training can help school staff gain a better understanding
of how peer victimization can affect students, how to respond, and how to
work collaboratively with others to help prevent bullying or to effectively
address bullying. It is essential that school staff understand that peer victi-
mization often results in psychosocial consequences, including depressive
symptoms, academic decline, substance use, aggressive behavior, and suicidal
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thoughts. As such, it is equally as important that schools seek to empower
adolescents who are victimized, and they need to make concerted efforts to
help create a school environment where adolescents feel empowered when
confronted with bullying.

It is equally important that victims of bullying participate in programs that
foster positive development and reduce the odds of psychosocial problems
and problematic behaviors. This is especially important for racial and ethnic
minority adolescents in a high-risk environment who, as studies have shown,
are less likely to experience psychological and social problems when they
have positive expectations for their future (e.g., McCabe & Barnett, 2000).
Such programs can help foster healthy cognitive development, support posi-
tive socioemotional growth, establish strong social connections, and create
a space that promotes positive social values. These programs can help
adolescents in developing high expectations for themselves and their future
aspirations, which, as this study has shown, is an important buffer.
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