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Editorial

How recent developments in the study of relational aggression and
close relationships in early childhood advance the field
The study of relational aggression, including the developmental onset and course, has been rapidly expanding over
the past 15 years. Recently scholars have been focusing on the early childhood period to understand the developmental
onset, stability, and associated outcomes (see Crick, Ostrov, Appleyard, Jansen, & Casas, 2004; Ostrov & Crick, 2005).
This work has demonstrated that relational aggression is present during early childhood (Crick, Casas, & Mosher,
1997; McNeilly-Choque, Hart, Nelson, Robinson, & Olsen, 1996) and is more sophisticated than previously thought
(Ostrov, Woods, Jansen, Casas, & Crick, 2004). Researchers have explored the role of language processes (Bonica,
Yeshova, Arnold, Fisher, & Zeljo, 2003), temperament (Park et al., 2005; Russell, Hart, Robinson, & Olsen, 2003) peer
status (Nelson, Robinson, & Hart, 2005) and other associated processes during early childhood. To date though, most
of the research on relational aggression has been limited in two important ways.

The first limitation of past research is that most of this work has not explored the role of voluntary and involuntary
close relationships. The literature on relational aggression in friendship contexts during early childhood is slowly
increasing (e.g., Burr, Ostrov, Jansen, Cullerton-Sen, & Crick, 2005; Johnson & Foster, 2005) but work exploring the
role of closed-field or involuntary relationships at home (i.e., parents and siblings) during early childhood is lacking (cf.
Stauffacher & Dehart, 2005). Close interpersonal relationships are an important developmental context (Hartup, 1996;
Reis, Collins, & Berscheid, 2000). Clearly peer relationships are an important relationship system for understanding the
development and course of aggressive behavior across development (Coie & Dodge, 1998). However, an in-depth
analysis of the way in which other relationship systems may affect the development and course of relational aggression
is crucial. Given the importance of close interpersonal relationships, and in particular sibling and parent–child
relationships for young children (Dunn, 1993), it is imperative that we incorporate other contexts and relationships in
the study of relational aggression. The main goal of the current special issue was to explore the role of close
relationships on relational aggression during early childhood.

The second main limitation in the current literature is a reliance on the perceptions of peers, teachers, and self-
reports. Although these studies are incredibly important and have furthered our scientific knowledge, they may be
biased by gender stereotypes (for discussion see Ostrov, Crick, & Keating, 2005). Therefore, relatively less biased
forms of assessment including observational methods are needed. To date, only a few observational studies have been
conducted during early childhood (e.g., McNeilly-Choque et al., 1996; Ostrov, in press; Ostrov & Keating, 2004). The
second goal of the current issue was to widen our methodological approach to include multiple methods of assessment
including various observational methods. Three of the five articles in this special issue use developmentally appropriate
observational methods and the other two studies have a multi-method, multi-informant approach, which is important
for advancing the field.

The first research paper by Werner, Senich, and Przepyszny explored the role of maternal influences on children's
relational and physical aggression (N=87). The authors developed a new instrument comprised of hypothetical
vignettes to gauge how mothers feel and what they would do in various situations. On average, mothers reported lower
levels of negative affect and a smaller likelihood of intervening when they imagined their child was presented as
engaged in relational aggression relative to physical aggression. In addition, the authors found that mothers who would
intervene for relationally aggressive behaviors would do so with words or actions that indicated that the child had
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violated a social or moral convention. More importantly, those mothers who proposed interventions that communicated
the behavior was a social rule violation had children who were described by teachers as less relationally aggressive and
more likely to share and help others in the classroom. We agree with the authors' position that future research that
explores mother's actual intervention strategies when supervising live playgroups is needed. In addition, longitudinal
designs would help to further tease apart the direction of effects and processes by which parental beliefs and practices
impacts future relational aggression.

The second manuscript by Casas, Weigel, Crick, Ostrov, Woods, Jansen-Yeh, and Huddleston-Casas was conducted
to further understanding of the role of early parent–child relationship features and children's relational and physical
aggression with peers (N=122). In keeping with prior research with older children, the role of parenting styles, and
specifically parental psychological control, were explored. In addition, this study explored the level of agreement
between parents and teachers. A key contribution of this study was the development of a reliable parent-report measure
of relational aggression for use during early childhood. There was documented correspondence between home and
school for physical aggression but not for relational aggression. Since some types of relationally aggressive behaviors
require a group, or at least 3 children (see Ostrov et al., 2004), it is possible that the peer context itself facilitates
relational aggression. Clearly, future work is needed to explore the cross-context stability of these behaviors and the
further validity of this new measure. More importantly, mothers and fathers' reports of authoritarian and permissive
parenting were positively associated with children's relational aggression. Interestingly, these findings were complex
and dependent upon the sex of the focal child and parent. In addition, children whose parents engaged in high levels of
psychological control (e.g., love withdrawal) were more relationally and physically aggressive. More specifically,
fathers' use of psychological control was predictive of girls' relational aggression, which is in keeping with past
literature. The findings from this paper further underscore the importance of including information about the sex of all
members of the relationship dyad or system in investigations of relational aggression (Pellegrini, 2001). These points
are underscored in the commentary provided by Pellegrini and Roseth in this special issue.

The third paper by Stauffacher and DeHart explores two relationship contexts (i.e., friendships and sibling
relationships) as children transition from early to middle childhood (N=46). In addition, this study used careful home-
based semi-structured observations. The most revealing finding was that during early childhood focal children directed
more relationally aggressive behavior toward their siblings than towards their friends. As the role of the peer
relationship becomes more salient at the start of middle childhood (i.e., age 7) the findings suggest that the rate of
relational aggression within sibling relationships drops and a simultaneous increase in relational aggression within
friendships occurs. This study further points to the gender constellation of the sibling dyad, suggesting that some pairs
are more at risk for continuing to use relationally aggressive behaviors. Although this study is one of a few that explores
social behavior among peers in the home, future research should explore the rates of relational aggression toward
friends within different peer contexts such as school, since many of the relationally aggressive behaviors (e.g., social
exclusion, spreading rumors) by definition requires larger groups.

The fourth article by Ostrov, Crick, and Stauffacher also addressed sibling and peer relationships and relational
aggression. Specifically, this study (N=50), which was part of an on-going longitudinal study, explored the association
between older siblings' relational and physical aggression with peers and their younger siblings' aggressive behavior
with peers. This study used an intensive naturalistic observation approach to capture the aggressive behavior of
children at school. The authors found that older siblings' peer directed relational aggression was associated with their
younger siblings' peer directed relational aggression. In addition, links with physical aggression were also docu-
mented. Older siblings were both more relationally and physically aggressive than their younger siblings. Finally, this
study also illustrates the importance of documenting the sex of the recipient (i.e., victim) of aggression. This study
found that relational aggression was more often directed to female than male peers and physical aggression was more
often displayed toward male rather than female peers. Future research is needed to explicitly examine if the amount of
relational aggression between the siblings in the home environment predicts the amount of peer directed relational
aggression at school.

The final study by Crick, Ostrov, Burr, Cullerton-Sen, Jansen-Yeh, and Ralston was designed to test several
questions concerning the development and significance of relational aggression between peers during early childhood.
Specifically, this longitudinal and observational study of 91 preschoolers found moderate levels of stability across
18 months for both relational and physical aggression. This is the first evidence of such temporal stability during early
childhood and it is even more revealing because the focal children were within different peer contexts, with different
teachers, and new observers across the study. Further validity and reliability for the observational methods used in this
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study was demonstrated, with over 29,000 min of observation collected across four time points. This study also
documented important sex differences supporting the sex-linked hypothesis of aggression. That is, girls were more
relationally aggressive than male peers and boys were more physically aggressive than female peers. More specifically,
girls directed their relationally aggressive behavior more often to same-sex peers than to opposite-sex peers. Finally,
this study is the first to indicate that early childhood relationally aggressive behaviors are associated with future peer
rejection, an important indicator of social–psychological adjustment problems.

Collectively these five studies, conducted in four independent laboratories, highlight the role of studying relational
aggression during early childhood. More importantly, these studies indicate the various relationship contexts within
which relationally aggressive behaviors are displayed during the early child years. There is clear evidence that both
voluntary (i.e., peer) and involuntary relationships (i.e., parent–child and siblings) serve as important factors in the
development and course of relational aggression. A close interpersonal relationship focus provides the opportunity for
witnessing the emergent properties of the relationship (Reis et al., 2000) and helps applied developmental
psychologists understand various means of influence and potential points of intervention.

It is our goal that this special issue will serve as the impetus for further research on relational aggression and close
relationships across development. Each paper, the expert commentary, and book review provide several avenues for
future research. We hope that future applied scholars will continue to explore these questions, communicate these
findings to families and key stakeholders, and work to translate this research into effective intervention and prevention
initiatives.
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mailto:APPDEV326S0193-06)000331016/j.appdev.2006.02.001Elsevier Inc.�We thank Drs. Ann McGillicuddy-eLisi and Merry Bullock (Editors of JADP) for inviting us to serve as guest editors for this special issue of the Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology. We thank Dr. David Moshman for his assistance with facilitating and editing of the book review. Ann McGillicuddy-eLisi formulated the idea for this special issue after we presented our symposium entitled �Relational Aggression and Relationships during Early Childhood� at the biennial meeting of the Society for Research in Child Development, Atlanta, GA, April, 2005. We greatly appreciate the assistance of the many expert reviewers who volunteered their time to help improve each of the manuscripts in this special issue. Finally, we thank Tanya Allison-ewley and the rest of the editorial staff for their assistance in facilitating the review process for this issue.EditorialHow recent developments in the study of relational aggression and close relationships in early childhood advance the fieldJamie M.OstrovaNjostrov@buffalo.eduNicki R.Crickb1crick001@umn.eduaDepartment of Psychology, University at Buffalo, The State University of New York, 214 Park Hall, Buffalo, NY 14260-nited Statesb51 East River Road, Institute of Child Development, University of Minnesota, Twin Cities Campus, Minneapolis, MN 55455, United StatesNCorresponding author. Tel.: +16 645 3650x214.1Tel.: +12 624 3347.The study of relational aggression, including the developmental onset and course, has been rapidly expanding over the past 15 years. Recently scholars have been focusing on the early childhood period to understand the developmental onset, stability, and associated outcomes (see Crick, Ostrov, Appleyard, Jansen, & Casas, 2004; Ostrov & Crick, 2005). This work has demonstrated that relational aggression is present during early childhood (Crick, Casas, & Mosher, 1997; McNeilly-hoque, Hart, Nelson, Robinson, & Olsen, 1996) and is more sophisticated than previously thought (Ostrov, Woods, Jansen, Casas, & Crick, 2004). Researchers have explored the role of language processes (Bonica, Yeshova, Arnold, Fisher, & Zeljo, 2003), temperament (Park et al., 2005; Russell, Hart, Robinson, & Olsen, 2003) peer status (Nelson, Robinson, & Hart, 2005) and other associated processes during early childhood. To date though, most of the research on relational aggression has been limited in two important ways.The first limitation of past research is that most of this work has not explored the role of voluntary and involuntary close relationships. The literature on relational aggression in friendship contexts during early childhood is slowly increasing (e.�g., Burr, Ostrov, Jansen, Cullerton-en, & Crick, 2005; Johnson & Foster, 2005) but work exploring the role of closedield or involuntary relationships at home (i.�e., parents and siblings) during early childhood is lacking (cf. Stauffacher & Dehart, 2005). Close interpersonal relationships are an important developmental context (Hartup, 1996; Reis, Collins, & Berscheid, 2000). Clearly peer relationships are an important relationship system for understanding the development and course of aggressive behavior across development (Coie & Dodge, 1998). However, an inepth analysis of the way in which other relationship systems may affect the development and course of relational aggression is crucial. Given the importance of close interpersonal relationships, and in particular sibling and parent�child relationships for young children (Dunn, 1993), it is imperative that we incorporate other contexts and relationships in the study of relational aggression. The main goal of the current special issue was to explore the role of close relationships on relational aggression during early childhood.The second main limitation in the current literature is a reliance on the perceptions of peers, teachers, and self-eports. Although these studies are incredibly important and have furthered our scientific knowledge, they may be biased by gender stereotypes (for discussion see Ostrov, Crick, & Keating, 2005). Therefore, relatively less biased forms of assessment including observational methods are needed. To date, only a few observational studies have been conducted during early childhood (e.�g., McNeilly-hoque et al., 1996; Ostrov, in press; Ostrov & Keating, 2004). The second goal of the current issue was to widen our methodological approach to include multiple methods of assessment including various observational methods. Three of the five articles in this special issue use developmentally appropriate observational methods and the other two studies have a multiethod, multinformant approach, which is important for advancing the field.The first research paper by Werner, Senich, and Przepyszny explored the role of maternal influences on children's relational and physical aggression (N=. The authors developed a new instrument comprised of hypothetical vignettes to gauge how mothers feel and what they would do in various situations. On average, mothers reported lower levels of negative affect and a smaller likelihood of intervening when they imagined their child was presented as engaged in relational aggression relative to physical aggression. In addition, the authors found that mothers who would intervene for relationally aggressive behaviors would do so with words or actions that indicated that the child had violated a social or moral convention. More importantly, those mothers who proposed interventions that communicated the behavior was a social rule violation had children who were described by teachers as less relationally aggressive and more likely to share and help others in the classroom. We agree with the authors' position that future research that explores mother's actual intervention strategies when supervising live playgroups is needed. In addition, longitudinal designs would help to further tease apart the direction of effects and processes by which parental beliefs and practices impacts future relational aggression.The second manuscript by Casas, Weigel, Crick, Ostrov, Woods, Jansen-eh, and Huddleston-asas was conducted to further understanding of the role of early parent�child relationship features and children's relational and physical aggression with peers (N=. In keeping with prior research with older children, the role of parenting styles, and specifically parental psychological control, were explored. In addition, this study explored the level of agreement between parents and teachers. A key contribution of this study was the development of a reliable parent-eport measure of relational aggression for use during early childhood. There was documented correspondence between home and school for physical aggression but not for relational aggression. Since some types of relationally aggressive behaviors require a group, or at least 3 children (see Ostrov et al., 2004), it is possible that the peer context itself facilitates relational aggression. Clearly, future work is needed to explore the crossontext stability of these behaviors and the further validity of this new measure. More importantly, mothers and fathers' reports of authoritarian and permissive parenting were positively associated with children's relational aggression. Interestingly, these findings were complex and dependent upon the sex of the focal child and parent. In addition, children whose parents engaged in high levels of psychological control (e.�g., love withdrawal) were more relationally and physically aggressive. More specifically, fathers' use of psychological control was predictive of girls' relational aggression, which is in keeping with past literature. The findings from this paper further underscore the importance of including information about the sex of all members of the relationship dyad or system in investigations of relational aggression (Pellegrini, 2001). These points are underscored in the commentary provided by Pellegrini and Roseth in this special issue.The third paper by Stauffacher and DeHart explores two relationship contexts (i.�e., friendships and sibling relationships) as children transition from early to middle childhood (N=. In addition, this study used careful homeased semi-tructured observations. The most revealing finding was that during early childhood focal children directed more relationally aggressive behavior toward their siblings than towards their friends. As the role of the peer relationship becomes more salient at the start of middle childhood (i.�e., age 7) the findings suggest that the rate of relational aggression within sibling relationships drops and a simultaneous increase in relational aggression within friendships occurs. This study further points to the gender constellation of the sibling dyad, suggesting that some pairs are more at risk for continuing to use relationally aggressive behaviors. Although this study is one of a few that explores social behavior among peers in the home, future research should explore the rates of relational aggression toward friends within different peer contexts such as school, since many of the relationally aggressive behaviors (e.�g., social exclusion, spreading rumors) by definition requires larger groups.The fourth article by Ostrov, Crick, and Stauffacher also addressed sibling and peer relationships and relational aggression. Specifically, this study (N=, which was part of an onoing longitudinal study, explored the association between older siblings' relational and physical aggression with peers and their younger siblings' aggressive behavior with peers. This study used an intensive naturalistic observation approach to capture the aggressive behavior of children at school. The authors found that older siblings' peer directed relational aggression was associated with their younger siblings' peer directed relational aggression. In addition, links with physical aggression were also documented. Older siblings were both more relationally and physically aggressive than their younger siblings. Finally, this study also illustrates the importance of documenting the sex of the recipient (i.�e., victim) of aggression. This study found that relational aggression was more often directed to female than male peers and physical aggression was more often displayed toward male rather than female peers. Future research is needed to explicitly examine if the amount of relational aggression between the siblings in the home environment predicts the amount of peer directed relational aggression at school.The final study by Crick, Ostrov, Burr, Cullerton-en, Jansen-eh, and Ralston was designed to test several questions concerning the development and significance of relational aggression between peers during early childhood. Specifically, this longitudinal and observational study of 91 preschoolers found moderate levels of stability across 18�months for both relational and physical aggression. This is the first evidence of such temporal stability during early childhood and it is even more revealing because the focal children were within different peer contexts, with different teachers, and new observers across the study. Further validity and reliability for the observational methods used in this study was demonstrated, with over 29,000�min of observation collected across four time points. This study also documented important sex differences supporting the sexinked hypothesis of aggression. That is, girls were more relationally aggressive than male peers and boys were more physically aggressive than female peers. More specifically, girls directed their relationally aggressive behavior more often to same-ex peers than to opposite-ex peers. Finally, this study is the first to indicate that early childhood relationally aggressive behaviors are associated with future peer rejection, an important indicator of social�psychological adjustment problems.Collectively these five studies, conducted in four independent laboratories, highlight the role of studying relational aggression during early childhood. More importantly, these studies indicate the various relationship contexts within which relationally aggressive behaviors are displayed during the early child years. There is clear evidence that both voluntary (i.�e., peer) and involuntary relationships (i.�e., parent�child and siblings) serve as important factors in the development and course of relational aggression. A close interpersonal relationship focus provides the opportunity for witnessing the emergent properties of the relationship (Reis et al., 2000) and helps applied developmental psychologists understand various means of influence and potential points of intervention.It is our goal that this special issue will serve as the impetus for further research on relational aggression and close relationships across development. Each paper, the expert commentary, and book review provide several avenues for future research. We hope that future applied scholars will continue to explore these questions, communicate these findings to families and key stakeholders, and work to translate this research into effective intervention and prevention initiatives.ReferencesBonica et al., 2003C.BonicaK.YeshovaD.H.ArnoldP.H.FisherA.ZeljoRelational aggression and language development in preschoolersSocial Development122003551562Burr et al., 2005J.E.BurrJ.M.OstrovE.A.JansenC.Cullerton-enN.R.CrickRelational aggression and friendship during early childhood: �I won't be your friend unless&�Early Education and Development162005162183Coie and Dodge, 1998Coie, J. D., & Dodge, K. A. (1998). Aggression and antisocial behavior. In W. Damon (Series Ed.) N. Eisenberg (Vol. Ed.). Handbook of child psychology: Vol. 3. Social, emotional, and personality development (pp. 779�862). New York: John Wiley.Crick et al., 1997N.R.CrickJ.F.CasasM.MosherRelational and overt aggression in preschoolDevelopmental Psychology331997579587Crick et al., 2004N.R.CrickJ.M.OstrovK.AppleyardE.A.JansenJ.F.CasasRelational aggression in early childhood: �You can't come to my birthday party unless&�M.PutallazK.L.BiermanAggression, antisocial behavior, and violence among girls: A developmental perspective2004Guilford PressNew York, NY7189Dunn, 1993J.DunnYoung children's close relationships: Beyond attachmentVol. 41993Sage PublicationsNewbury ParkHartup, 1996W.W.HartupThe company they keep: Friendships and their developmental significanceChild Development6711996113Johnson and Foster, 2005D.R.JohnsonS.L.FosterThe relationship between relational aggression in kindergarten children and friendship stability, mutuality, and peer likingEarly Education and Development162005141160McNeilly-hoque et al., 1996M.K.McNeilly-hoqueC.H.HartC.C.RobinsonL.NelsonS.F.OlsenOvert and relational aggression on the playground: Correspondence among different informantsJournal of Research in Childhood Education1119964767Nelson et al., 2005D.A.NelsonC.C.RobinsonC.H.HartRelational and physical aggression of preschoolge children: Peer status linkages across informantsEarly Education and Development162005115140Ostrov, in pressOstrov, J. M. (in press). Deception and aggression Subtypes in early childhood. Journal of Experimental Child Psychology.Ostrov and Crick, 2005J.M.OstrovN.R.CrickCurrent directions in the study of relational aggression during early childhoodEarly Education and Development162005109113Ostrov et al., 2005J.M.OstrovN.R.CrickC.F.KeatingGender biased perceptions of preschoolers' behavior: How much is aggression and prosocial behavior in the eye of the beholder?Sex Roles: A Journal of Research522005393398Ostrov and Keating, 2004J.M.OstrovC.F.KeatingGender differences in preschool aggression during free play and structured interactions: An observational studySocial Development132004255277Ostrov et al., 2004J.M.OstrovK.E.WoodsE.A.JansenJ.F.CasasN.R.CrickAn observational study of delivered and received aggression and social psychological adjustment in preschool: �This white crayon doesn't work�Early Childhood Research Quarterly192004355371Park et al., 2005J.-.ParkM.J.EssexC.Zahn-axlerJ.M.ArmstrongM.H.KleinH.H.GoldsmithRelational and overt aggression in middle childhood: Early child and family risk factorsEarly Education and Development162005233258Pellegrini, 2001A.D.PellegriniA longitudinal study of heterosexual relationships, aggression, and sexual harassment during the transition from primary through middle schoolJournal of Applied Developmental Psychology222001119133Reis et al., 2000H.T.ReisW.A.CollinsE.BerscheidThe relationship context of human behavior and developmentPsychological Bulletin1262000844872Russell et al., 2003A.RussellC.H.HartC.RobinsonS.F.OlsenChildren's sociable and aggressive behavior with peers: A comparison of the U.S. and Australia, and contributions of temperament and parenting stylesInternational Journal of Behavioural Development2720037486Stauffacher and DeHart, 2005K.StauffacherG.B.DeHartPreschoolers' relational aggression with siblings and with friendsEarly Education and Development162005185206
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