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Abstract
Teachers have a major impact on students’ social cognition and behaviors, and pre-
vious research has found that students who have positive relationships with their 
teachers tend to be less bullied by their peers. However, this line of research is lim-
ited in that it has been (a) Dominated by cross-sectional studies and (b) Treated 
bullying victimization as a global construct without differentiating among its dif-
ferent forms (i.e., verbal, physical, and relational). The links might be reciprocal 
but further studies are needed to investigate the directionality. Therefore, this study 
aimed to examine the longitudinal associations between student–teacher relation-
ship quality and two forms of bullying victimization, namely verbal and relational 
victimization. Three waves of data from 1885 Swedish fourth- through sixth-grade 
students were analyzed with cross-lagged panel models. The findings showed that 
the student–teacher relationship quality predicted and was predicted by verbal and 
relational victimization. Our findings thus underscore the importance of striving for 
caring, warm, supportive, and respectful student–teacher relationships as a compo-
nent of schools’ prevention efforts.

Keywords  Bullying victimization · Student–teacher relationship quality · Verbal 
bullying · Relational bullying · Longitudinal design

1  Introduction

Bullying can be defined as repeated aggression or inhumane behaviors toward indi-
viduals who are less powerful in relation to the perpetrator(s) (Hellström et  al., 
2021) and occurs in different forms including physical, verbal, and relational bully-
ing (Borntrager et al., 2009). Bullying victimization is associated with various nega-
tive health outcomes such as mental health problems (Chouhy et al., 2017; Schoeler 
et  al., 2018) and physical health problems (Deryol & Wilcox, 2020). Researchers 

Extended author information available on the last page of the article

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0715-9703
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9466-9829
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9233-3862
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2816-9900
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8457-6554
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11218-023-09821-y&domain=pdf


152	 C. Forsberg et al.

1 3

also show how bullying victimization is associated with poor academic performance 
(Fry et al., 2018) and low school liking (Bardach et al., 2022).

Bullying is a social phenomenon dependent on the social context of the school 
(Cui & To, 2021; Espelage et al., 2015; Saarento et al., 2015; Sjögren et al., 2021; 
Thornberg et al., 2019; Waasdorp et al., 2022). This includes the quality of the class-
room climate and interpersonal relationships (Behrhost et al., 2020; Marengo et al., 
2021; Rambaran et al., 2020; Sijtsema et al., 2014; Thornberg et al., 2018, 2022), 
where especially the quality of the student–teacher relationship quality has been 
found  to be associated with levels of school bullying and victimization (Espelage 
et al., 2015; Longobardi et al., 2022; Thornberg et al., 2022). For example, a Swed-
ish study found that peer victimization was less likely to occur in school classes 
characterized by lower moral engagement and warmer, fairer, and more supportive 
patterns of relationship among students and between teachers and students (Thorn-
berg et al., 2017). In contrast, a Canadian study found that early adolescent students 
who reported longer duration and greater frequency of peer victimization were also 
more likely to report greater difficulties in their relationships with adults in school 
and community (Hong et al., 2020).

Since the direction of the links between student–teacher relationship quality and 
bullying victimization does not seem to be clear in the literature, we conducted 
this study to investigate the bidirectional nature of the relationship between stu-
dent–teacher relationship quality and bullying victimization within a social-ecolog-
ical perspective of bullying. Thus, the aim of our study was to examine the lon-
gitudinal associations between student–teacher relationship quality and two forms 
of bullying victimization, namely verbal and relational victimization. More specifi-
cally, we examined whether student–teacher relationship quality predicted verbal 
and relational victimization, whether verbal and relational victimization predicted 
student–teacher relationship quality, or whether there were reciprocal relationships.

1.1 � A social‑ecological perspective on bullying

According to the social-ecological perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), bullying 
perpetration and victimization emerge, persist, and change as a result of an ongo-
ing, reciprocal and complex interplay between individual and contextual factors 
(Hong & Espelage, 2012; Swearer & Hymel, 2015). A social-ecological perspective 
on bullying highlights how bullying is nested within four interconnected systems 
referred to as the micro, meso, exo- and macrosystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). In 
this study, we focus on the micro and mesosystem while also acknowledging how 
the exosystem (e.g., organizational level, action plans) and macrosystem level (e.g., 
societal norms) has an impact on bullying victimization.

The microsystem refers to those relationships and contexts, in which the indi-
vidual has direct contact with as peers, parents, teachers and the immediate physi-
cal environment and its characteristics (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). A critical level of 
analysis in our study is the microsystem, as it involves proximal processes that play 
a significant role in students’ development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). In 
the school context, the microsystem might refer to the peer–peer relationships, the 
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student–teacher relationships, the relationship between school principals and stu-
dents, or the relationship between students and their physical school environments. 
One of the most important microsystems for students in school is their relationship 
with their teachers (Bouchard & Smith, 2017; Farmer et al., 2011). In terms of the 
social-ecological perspective, Bouchard and Smith (2017) argue that “the moment-
by-moment teacher-student interactions can profoundly affect children’s relation-
ships with peers, and more specifically, children’s bullying experiences” (p. 115).

Furthermore, students’ bullying experiences in the peer group may, in turn, 
influence their interactions and relationships with their teachers. This is high-
lighted in terms of the mesosystem. Mesosystem refers to the interactions of two 
or more microsystems that influence children’s development (Bronfenbrenner, 
1979). Applied to the school context and with a focus on two in-school microsys-
tems, namely the student–teacher relationship and the peer group, the interaction 
between these two systems can affect bullying experiences (Thornberg et al., 2018). 
As argued by Bouchard and Smith (2017), “the mesosystem provides perspective 
on the interconnected role of teachers and peers in complex social processes such as 
children’s bullying experiences” (Bouchard & Smith, 2017, p. 120).

Several studies have found that positive student–teacher relationships are associ-
ated with less bullying victimization, while negative student–teacher relationships 
are linked with greater bullying victimization (for meta-analyses, see Krause & 
Smith, 2022; ten Bokkel et  al., 2023). In this study we chose to focus on verbal 
and relational bullying victimization. By also focusing on the microsystem of the 
student–teacher relationships we can improve our understanding of how verbal and 
relational victimization are associated with student–teacher relationships (Hong & 
Espelage, 2012).

1.2 � Student–teacher relationship quality and its consequences for students

According to the social-ecological perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), teachers 
play an important role in how students interact with each other in school because 
of their unique and salient position as classroom leaders, significant adults, and 
socialization agents in the school context (Bouchard & Smith, 2017; Farmer et al., 
2011). Teachers interact with their students, on a daily basis especially with elemen-
tary school students who have the same teachers in most subjects and remain in the 
same classroom throughout their school days. How students perceive their relation-
ships with their teachers in terms of how they interact with and treat students is thus 
important and when it comes to bullying prevention, specifically, teachers have been 
found to play a crucial role (Yoon et al., 2020).

In the present study, student–teacher relationship quality refers to the extent of 
caring, warm, supportive, and respectful student–teacher relationships and interac-
tion patterns. According to this study, positive student–teacher relationships include 
high levels of warmth, open communication, and support provided by teachers 
to students, and are therefore caring, emotionally supportive, and trust-building 
(Sulkowski & Simmons, 2018). Negative student–teacher relationships include lack 
of closeness and support, anger, mutual dislike, and a lot of conflicts (Krause & 
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Smith, 2022). Higher quality student–teacher relationships have been found to be 
associated with students with greater psychological well-being (Lin et  al., 2022), 
school liking (Hallinan, 2008; Thornberg et  al., 2023), academic engagement and 
achievement (for meta-analyses, see Roorda et al., 2017; Quin, 2017), peer relation-
ships (for a meta-analysis, see Endedijk et al., 2022), prosocial behavior (Longob-
ardi et al., 2021; for a meta-analysis, see Endedijk et al., 2022), motivation to defend 
bullying victims (Iotti et  al., 2020; Jungert et  al., 2016), defending victims when 
they witness bullying (Jungert et al., 2016; Sjögren et al., 2021), and sense of school 
belonging (for a meta-analysis, see Allen et al., 2018). It has also been associated 
with less disruptive behavior (for a meta-analysis, see Quin, 2017), externalizing 
behavior (for a meta-analysis, see Endedijk et al., 2022), and bullying perpetration 
and victimization (for meta-analyses, see Krause & Smith, 2022; ten Bokkel et al., 
2023). However, two elements currently limit the findings and scope of the results 
regarding the links between student–teacher relationship and bullying victimization. 
Firstly, (a) It is dominated by cross-sectional studies and (b) Treats bullying victimi-
zation as a global construct without differentiating between its different forms.

1.3 � Reciprocal negative influence between student–teacher relationship quality 
and bullying victimization

Although previous research has found a solid relationship between bullying vic-
timization and student–teacher relationship quality, most studies rely on cross-
sectional data, so the direction of the effect cannot be determined. However, in a 
recent meta-analysis of ten longitudinal studies available (ten Bokkel et al., 2023), 
on average, a small but significant negative association between bullying victimi-
zation and student–teacher relationship quality are found. Importantly, the studies 
were conducted in different countries, targeted different age groups, and used dif-
ferent research methods. Not surprisingly, then, results varied across the ten stud-
ies, from a non-significant effect to a small effect size, with regression coefficients 
ranging from -0.22 to 0.06. Among longitudinal studies that focused on elementary 
school children, some found support for negative longitudinal associations between 
positive student–teacher relationships and bullying victimization (Demol et  al., 
2020; Leadbeater et  al., 2015; Serdiouk et  al., 2016). Other studies found no sig-
nificant relationship in their final models (Demol et al., 2022; Elledge et al., 2016; 
ten Bokkel et al., 2021). These partly inconsistent findings might be explained by 
methodological differences across studies such as using peer nominations to meas-
ure the quality of the student–teacher relationship (Demol et  al., 2022; Elledge, 
2016) or having a relatively short period of time (ten weeks) between measurements 
with little room to detect changes in student–teacher relationship quality and bully-
ing victimization (Demol et al., 2022; ten Bokkel et al., 2021). Regarding the direc-
tionality of significant longitudinal effects reciprocal negative relationship between 
student–teacher relationship quality and bullying victimization found support in two 
studies (Demol et al., 2020; Leadbeater et al., 2015). These studies suggest that posi-
tive student–teacher relationships may predict higher levels of victimization and that 
higher levels of victimization may predict negative student–teacher relationships.
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Besides the dominance of cross-sectional studies, another common feature of pre-
vious research is that bullying victimization has been treated as a global construct 
rather than focusing on its different forms (i.e., verbal, physical, and relational), 
which prevents a more fine-grained understanding of the relationship between stu-
dent–teacher relationship quality and different forms of bullying victimization. 
Demol et  al.’s (2020) study is a rare exception in this regard. Its findings suggest 
that the student–teacher relationship quality both predicts and is predicted by physi-
cal and relational victimization. However, a single study is not conclusive, and it 
should also be noted that in Demol et al.’s (2020) study, a bidirectional association 
was supported only from the first to the second wave, whereas there were only uni-
directional effects from relationship quality to physical and relational victimization 
from the second to the third wave. These findings need to be replicated and extended 
to include also verbal bullying. In this study we extend previous research by includ-
ing verbal victimization and focus on verbal and relational bullying victimization. 
Verbal bullying refers to an overt and direct bullying using verbal aggression such as 
teasing and name-calling. In contrast, relational bullying is a more covert and subtle 
form of bullying that includes rumor-spreading, social rejection, and social exclu-
sion (Kennedy, 2021; Woods & Wolke, 2003).

We focus on verbal and relational victimization because previous studies suggest 
that these two types of bullying are most prevalent (e.g., Kennedy, 2021; Waasdorp 
& Bradshaw, 2015). It is also motivated to examine the unique contextual links 
between student–teacher relational quality and verbal and relational victimization 
(Casper & Card, 2017) as bullying prevention programs are found effective at reduc-
ing only relational bullying (Kennedy, 2021).

This study aimed to examine the longitudinal associations between stu-
dent–teacher relationship quality and two forms of bullying victimization, namely 
verbal and relational victimization. More specifically, we examined whether stu-
dent–teacher relationship quality predicted verbal and relational victimization, 
whether verbal and relational victimization predicted student–teacher relationship 
quality, or whether there were reciprocal relationships.

In light of the social-ecological perspective, we hypothesized to find recipro-
cal negative associations, that is better student–teacher relationships would predict 
less verbal and relational victimization, and less verbal and relational victimization 
would predict better student–teacher relationships. Considering that the two forms 
of victimization are different constructs (Casper & Card, 2017; Kennedy, 2021), 
and in line with the social-ecological framework (cf., Hong & Espelage, 2012), 
we also wanted to unpack whether there were any contextual differences between 
student–teacher relationships and verbal and relational victimization. We therefore 
distinguish between these forms of bullying to explore the interrelation between bul-
lying forms and the micro- and mesosystem. Due to the novelty of this inquiry, we 
did not develop a priori hypotheses but examined possible differences in an explor-
atory manner. Finally, based on previous studies (Choi & Park, 2021; Chu et  al., 
2018; Demol et al., 2020; Hajovsky et al., 2021; Harvey et al., 2022; Pouwels et al., 
2016; Zych et al., 2020), we expected significant autoregressive effects of the stu-
dent–teacher relationship quality and victimization variables, indicating their rela-
tive stability over time.
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2 � Method

2.1 � Participants

This study was part of a larger longitudinal project designed to examine social 
and moral correlates of peer victimization and bullying among Swedish fourth- 
through eighth-grade students. The original sample included 2,408 fourth-grade 
students from 74 schools. Out of these, 599 students did not get parental consent 
and 183 students were absent on the day of data collection or chose not to par-
ticipate. In addition, 81 participants did not fill out the scales of student–teacher 
relationship quality, verbal victimization, and relational victimization. Thus, from 
the first wave, we analyzed data from 1,545 students (Mage = 10.54, SD = 0.35, 
girls = 52%). In each of the following data collection waves, some students chose 
to withdraw from the study, were absent on the day of data collection, or had 
transferred to schools that are not involved in the project, whereas some students 
joined in. From fourth to fifth grade, 182 students dropped out whereas 288 joined 
in, resulting in a fifth-grade sample of 1,651 students (Mage = 11.55, SD = 0.33, 
girls = 53%). From fifth to sixth grade, 256 students dropped out whereas 87 
joined in, resulting in a sixth-grade sample of 1,482 students (Mage = 12.58, 
SD = 0.35, girls = 53%). In total, 1,885 students participated at least on one occa-
sion. A final sample reduction was due to 91 students who transferred to other 
classes or schools during the study period. These students were excluded to mini-
mize potential confounding effects that may arise from changes in teachers and 
classroom environments on the studied variables. Thus, the final sample consisted 
of 1794 students.

In Sweden, elementary school students have one classroom (homeroom) in 
which most of their classes take place, and they have one class teacher and only 
a few other teachers. Therefore, the measurement of teacher-student relationships 
(TSR) was not targeted to a single teacher. However, when the students responded 
to the scale in the present study, they only had a few close teachers, including 
their most significant teacher (i.e., their class teacher), to consider. Furthermore, 
it is common for the same teachers to stay with students from fourth to sixth 
grade. As a result, almost all participants in our study had the same teachers dur-
ing the three measurement occasions.

Attrition between waves was analyzed by comparing the mean scores of stu-
dent–teacher relationship qualities and bullying victimization among those who 
continued participation from the first to the second and from the second to the 
third waves with those who dropped out after the first and second waves, respec-
tively. A total of eight separate t-tests were conducted, with six revealing signifi-
cant differences (for a detailed overview, see Appendix A in the Online Supple-
mentary Material). In terms of student-relationship quality, students who dropped 
out after the first wave reported more negative relationships during the first wave 
compared to those who continued to participate in the second wave. Similarly, 
students who dropped out after the second wave reported less positive relation-
ship quality in the second wave compared to those who continued to participate 
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in the third wave. Regarding verbal and relational victimization, it was found 
that students who dropped out after the first and second waves were victimized 
to a greater extent, both verbally and relationally, in the first and second waves, 
respectively, compared to those who continued their participation. However, the 
group differences can be considered small as Cohen’s d ranged from 0.18 to 0.24 
(Cohen, 1988).

Participating schools were strategically selected to provide a heterogeneous sam-
ple. The sample included students from a variety of sociogeographic regions (from 
rural areas to medium sized and large cities) and from a variety of socioeconomic 
backgrounds (from lower to upper-middle socioeconomic status). Across the waves, 
18–19% of the students, compared to the national average of 23–25% during the 
school years of data collection (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2022), 
had an immigrant background defined as not being born in Sweden or having two 
foreign-born parents.), had an immigrant background defined as not being born in 
Sweden or having two foreign-born parents.

2.2 � Procedure

Prior to conducting the study ethical approval was obtained from our Regional Eth-
ical review board. When introducing the study, both principals and teachers were 
informed about the study and allowed researchers access to classrooms. Both writ-
ten informed parental consent and student assent were obtained from all participants 
prior to conducting the data. Participating students responded to a web-based ques-
tionnaire on tablets three times at one-year intervals, within three to five months 
from the start of each school year. The average completion time of the question-
naire was about 30  min. In the vast majority of cases, a member of the research 
team led the data collection sessions, explaining the study procedure and providing 
assistance to participants (e.g., explaining words or phrases on the questionnaire). 
In a few cases, teachers administered the questionnaire. These sessions started with 
a short video tutorial recorded by the research team addressed to the participating 
students about filling out the questionnaire. Additionally, the teachers were shown 
a video tutorial outlining their role during the sessions prior to the data collection 
occasions (e.g., that they were to be passive but available to give reading assistance 
upon request from participants).

2.3 � Measures

2.3.1 � Verbal and relational bullying victimization

To measure bullying victimization, we used an 11-item self-report scale that did not 
mention the word bullying to reduce the risk of underreporting (Kert et al., 2010) 
and misunderstanding about what bullying is (Frisén et  al., 2008). The scale had 
previously displayed adequate psychometric properties when used among Swed-
ish school children (Thornberg et  al., 2018). The scale asked, “Think of the past 
three months in school: How often have one or more students who are stronger, 
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more popular, or more in charge in comparison to you done the following things 
to you?” The question was followed by 11 behavioral items, three depicting verbal 
(e.g., “Teased and called me mean names”), three depicting relational (e.g., “Spread 
mean rumors or lies about me”), and five depicting physical (e.g., “Hit or kicked 
me to hurt me”) bullying victimization. For each item, the students responded on 
a five-point response scale ranging from 1 = has not happened to me to 5 = several 
times a week. In the present study, we focused on verbal and relational bullying vic-
timization. The mean scores of the three verbal and relational items at each data 
collection wave were computed as index variables for verbal and relational bullying 
victimization, respectively. Cronbach’s α across the three waves was 0.79 to 0.87 
for verbal bullying victimization and 0.77 to 0.81 for relational bullying victimiza-
tion. We examined the two-dimensionality of the scale across the waves by using 
confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) that accounted for the hierarchical structure of 
the data (i.e. students nested within classrooms) and obtained reasonable fit indi-
ces: χ2(8) = 45, p < .001, CFI = 0.978, RMSEA = 0.054, SRMR = 0.03 for wave 1; 
χ2(8) = 84, p < .001, CFI = 0.967, RMSEA = 0.076, SRMR = 0.039 for wave 2; and 
χ2(8) = 91, p < .001, CFI = 0.964, RMSEA = 0.083, SRMR = 0.044 for wave 3.

Student–teacher relationship quality. To measure students’ perceived quality of 
their relationships with their teachers, we developed and used a 13-item self-report 
scale which constitutes an expansion of a 9-item scale that previously had been used 
among Swedish school children with adequate psychometric properties (Sjögren 
et  al., 2021). The scale included seven items that tapped positive student–teacher 
relationship qualities (e.g., “My teachers really care about me”) and six items that 
tapped negative student–teacher relationship qualities (e.g., “My teachers don’t like 
me”). For each item, the students responded on a seven-point response scale rang-
ing from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree. The mean score of the seven 
positive and six negative items at each data collection wave was computed as index 
variables of positive and negative student–teacher relationship quality, respectively. 
Cronbach’s α ranged from 0.91 to 0.94 across the three waves. We examined the two-
dimensionality of the scale across the waves by using confirmatory factor analyses 
(CFA) that accounted for the hierarchical structure of the data and obtained reason-
able fit indices: χ2(64) = 323, p < .001, CFI = 0.944, RMSEA = 0.05, SRMR = 0.05 
for wave 1; χ2(64) = 479, p < .001, CFI = 0.953, RMSEA = 0.062, SRMR = 0.048 for 
wave 2; and χ2(64) = 539, p < .001, CFI = 0.932, RMSEA = 0.071, SRMR = 0.061 
for wave 3.

2.4 � Statistical analyses

All analyses were performed in R Studio 1.3.1073. The lavaan package, version 
0.6–9 (Rosseel, 2012), were used to estimate cross-lagged panel models (CLPM) in 
order to examine longitudinal associations between bullying victimization and stu-
dent–teacher relationship quality. CLPM estimates the effect of a predictor variable 
(A) measured at time point 1 on an outcome variable (B) measured at time point 2 
(i.e., the cross-lagged effect), while controlling for the rank-order stability of (A) 
from time point 1 to 2 (i.e., the autoregressive effect) (see Selig & Little, 2012). For 
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instance, a significant negative cross-lagged effect of positive student–teacher rela-
tionship quality on verbal victimization between time point 1 and 2 would indicate 
that students with better relationships with their teachers in fourth grade are less 
exposed to verbal bullying in fifth grade. To estimate reciprocal longitudinal asso-
ciations, one simultaneously tests whether (A) at time point 1 predicts (B) at time 
point 2 and whether (B) at time point 1 predicts (A) at time point 2, while control-
ling for their autoregressive effects.

We estimated two reciprocal models, one including positive and one including 
negative student–teacher relationship quality (henceforth referred to as the posi-
tive and negative model, respectively) along with verbal and relational victimiza-
tion. In both models, we examined the autoregressive (see paths a-f in Fig. 1) and 
cross-lagged effects (see paths g-n in Fig. 1) between adjacent time points. At time 
point 1, verbal victimization, relational victimization, and student–teacher relation-
ship quality were allowed to covary, and at time points 2 and 3, their residuals were 
allowed to covary. The residual variances of the corresponding indicators were 
allowed to covary over time. Because χ2 is sensitive to sample size, the model was 
evaluated using the following fit indices: the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), the Root 
Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), and the Standardized Root Mean 
Square Residual (SRMR). A CFI > 0.95, an RMSEA < 0.06, and an SRMR < 0.08 
indicate adequate fit of the model (Hu & Bentler, 1999). To test for multivariate nor-
mality in the data, we conducted Mardia’s test using the mardia() function in psych 
package version 2.2.3. The results of the test indicated that the data deviated sig-
nificantly from multivariate normality. Therefore, we used the robust MLR (Robust 
Maximum Likelihood) estimator to estimate the parameters of our CLPMs as the 

Fig. 1   The autoregressive and cross-lagged effects of the cross-lagged panel models Note. VER 
VIC = verbal bullying victimization, STUTEA = student-teacher relationship quality, REL VIC = rela-
tional bullying victimization. Paths a–f denote the six autoregressive effects, and paths g–n denote the 
eight cross-lagged effects. Note that two different models were examined, one for positive and one for 
negative student-teacher relationship quality.
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MLR estimator is known to be more robust to deviations from normality and het-
eroscedasticity compared to the standard ML estimator. We also used FIML (Full 
Information Maximum Likelihood) estimation to handle the missing data, as it is 
a powerful method that utilizes all available information from the observed data to 
estimate the model parameters. Furthermore, since the students were nested within 
classrooms, we accounted for this in our analyses by applying the cluster argument 
in the sem() function when running the cross-lagged panel models. This ensures 
that the estimated standard errors and confidence intervals for the parameters in the 
model are accurate given the hierarchical structure of the data. Additionally, we cal-
culated the intraclass correlation coefficients (ICC) to measure the levels of depend-
ency in the data regarding the nesting of students in classes. These values ranged, 
across the waves, from 0.13 to 0.15 for positive relationships; from 0.04 to 0.13 for 
negative relationships; from 0.06 to 0.13 for verbal victimization; and from 0.05 to 
0.08 for relational victimization. This indicates that a portion of the variance in all 
variables can be attributed to the class level, which justifies the choice of using the 
cluster argument. In longitudinal studies, using the same scale does not guarantee 
that the same construct is being measured over time (Little, 2013). For example, 
interpretations of scale items may change as participants age or as the nature of 
the assessment changes from time to time. Therefore, measurement invariance was 
examined over time to ensure that potential associations between constructs could 
be reliably interpreted. To test for measurement invariance, two sets of CFA mod-
els were tested, one including positive and one including negative student–teacher 
relationship quality along with verbal and relational victimization. First, a CFA with 
unconstrained factor loadings and intercept across the three waves was conducted. 
Second, the unconstrained CFA was compared with a CFA in which the factor load-
ings were constrained to be equal over time. Weak/metric invariance was considered 
acceptable if the CFI did not decrease and the RMSEA did not increase by more 
than 0.010 and 0.015, respectively (Chen, 2007; Cheung & Renswold, 2002). In the 
third and final step, the CFA with constrained factor loadings was compared with a 
CFA in which both factor loadings and item intercepts had to be the same over time. 
Strong/scalar invariance was considered acceptable if CFI did not decrease and the 
RMSEA did not increase by more than 0.010 and 0.015, respectively, between the 
second and third steps (Chen, 2007; Cheung & Renswold, 2002).

3 � Results

3.1 � Descriptive statistics and correlations

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for verbal victimization, relational victimiza-
tion, and positive and negative student–teacher relationship quality in grades four 
through six. Mean scores for verbal and relational victimization remained stable 
over time, while positive and negative student–teacher relationship quality decreased 
and increased slightly in each grade, respectively. Table 2 shows the pairwise corre-
lations within and between grade levels. All correlations were significant at the 0.01 
level. The strongest within-grade correlations were between positive and negative 
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student–teacher relationship quality, ranging from -0.61 to -0.72, while the within-
grade correlations between student–teacher relationship qualities and bullying vic-
timization ranged from -0.22 to -0.30. As with the correlations between-grade levels, 
associations between adjacent time points (i.e., from 4 to 5th grade and from 5 to 
6th grade) were generally stronger compared to more distant time points (i.e., from 4 
to 6th grade). Overall, the scales showed moderate stability over time, with correla-
tions of 0.40 to 0.60 for positive student–teacher relationship quality, .39 to -.57 for 
negative student–teacher relationship quality, .27 to .44 for verbal victimization, and 
.37 to -.49 for relational victimization.

3.2 � Longitudinal associations

Before estimating the model, we tested for measurement invariance and found sup-
port for strong invariance for both the positive and the negative model (see Appen-
dix B). Consequently, we ran the hypothesized reciprocal models and found that they 
fit the data reasonably well, χ2(683) = 1539, p < .001, CFI = 0.96, RMSEA = 0.026; 
90% CI [0.025, 0.028], SRMR = 0.040 for the positive model and χ2(574) = 1653, 
p < .001, CFI = 0.938, RMSEA = 0.032; 90% CI [0.031, 0.034], SRMR = 0.050 for 
the negative model. In the positive model, the proportion of variance explained for 
the endogenous variables was as follows: 0.27 (grade 5) and 0.41 (grade 6) for stu-
dent–teacher relationship quality, 0.27 (grade 5) and 0.26 (grade 6) for verbal vic-
timization, and 0.29 (grade 5) and 0.31 (grade 6) for relational victimization. In the 
negative model, the proportion of variance explained for the endogenous variables 
was as follows: 0.31 (grade 5) and 0.39 (grade 6) for student–teacher relationship 
quality, 0.29 (grade 5) and 0.26 (grade 6) for verbal victimization, and 0.31 (grade 
5) and 0.32 (grade 6) for relational victimization.

Table 1   Minimum and Maximum Observations for Student–Teacher Relationship Quality and Verbal 
and Relational Victimization at Each Data Collection Wave

Means (M), Standard deviations (SD)
T1-T3 designate the three time points, T1 = grade 4, T2 = grade 5, T3 = grade 6

Measure M SD Min Max

Positive student–teacher relationship quality T1 6.22 1.04 1.29 7
Positive student–teacher relationship quality T2 5.89 1.29 1 7
Positive student–teacher relationship quality T3 5.75 1.22 1 7
Negative student–teacher relationship quality T1 1.64 0.90 1 6.67
Negative student–teacher relationship quality T2 1.76 1.05 1 7
Negative student–teacher relationship quality T3 1.80 1.05 1 7
Verbal victimization T1 1.76 0.80 1 5
Verbal victimization T2 1.82 0.90 1 5
Verbal victimization T3 1.81 0.89 1 5
Relational victimization T1 1.50 0.68 1 5
Relational victimization T2 1.57 0.79 1 5
Relational victimization T3 1.54 0.74 1 5
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Next, we went on to examine the autoregressive and cross-lagged effects of 
the models (for an overview of the standardized coefficients, see Figs. 2 and 3). 
All autoregressive effects were significant and quite strong (βs ranging from 0.46 
to 0.61). This implies that the qualities of the students’ relationships with their 
teachers, as well as their exposure to bullying, were moderately to strongly sta-
ble over time or, more specifically, that the relative ordering of students on each 

Fig. 2   Standardized Coefficients of the Cross-Lagged Panel Model for Positive Student–Teacher Rela-
tionship Quality, Verbal Victimization, and Relational Victimization Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** 
p < .001. VER VIC = verbal bullying victimization, POS STUTEA = positive student-teacher relationship 
quality, REL VIC = relational bullying victimization. w1 = grade 4, w2 = grade 5, w3 = grade 6. Non-sig-
nificant paths are indicated by dashed arrows. Within-time coefficients in grade 4 refer to correlations 
between verbal victimization, positive student-teacher relationship quality, and relational victimization, 
whereas within-time coefficients in grades 5 and 6 refers to their residual correlations.

Fig. 3   Standardized Coefficients of the Cross-Lagged Panel Model for Negative Student–Teacher Rela-
tionship Quality, Verbal Victimization, and Relational Victimization Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** 
p < .001. VER VIC = verbal bullying victimization, NEG STUTEA = negative student–teacher relation-
ship quality, REL VIC = relational bullying victimization. w1 = grade 4, w2 = grade 5, w3 = grade 6. 
Non-significant paths are indicated by dashed arrows. Within-time coefficients in grade 4 refer to correla-
tions between verbal victimization, negative student–teacher relationship quality, and relational victimi-
zation, whereas within-time coefficients in grades 5 and 6 refers to their residual correlations
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of these constructs to a rather high degree was maintained from fourth to sixth 
grade.

When examining the cross-lagged paths from positive student–teacher rela-
tionship quality to bullying victimization, three out of four paths were significant. 
More specifically, the cross-lagged paths from positive student–teacher relation-
ship quality to verbal victimization were negative and significant, for both T1 to 
T2 (β = –0.09, SE = 0.03, p = 0.019) and T2 to T3 (β = –0.07, SE = 0.02, p = 0.035), 
while the cross-lagged paths from student–teacher relationship quality to relational 
victimization were significant from T2 to T3 (β = –0.09, SE = 0.03, p = 0.043) but 
not from T1 to T2 (β = –0.02, SE = 0.02, p = 0.591). Thus, the results showed a sig-
nificant effect of positive student–teacher relationship quality on later levels of bul-
lying victimization, but only from grade 5 to grade 6 for relational victimization. 
In other words, changes in student–teacher relationship over time predicted changes 
in bullying victimization, where increases in positive relationship quality was asso-
ciated with decreases in bullying victimization, but only from T2 to T3 for rela-
tional victimization. As for the cross-lagged paths from bullying victimization to 
positive student–teacher relationship quality, one out of four effects were significant. 
More specifically, we found a significant cross-lagged effect from relational victimi-
zation to student–teacher relationship quality from T1 to T2 (β = –0.17, SE = 0.11, 
p = 0.002). The other cross-lagged effects were non-significant: β = –0.02, SE = 0.22, 
p = 0.825 from T2 relational victimization to T3 positive student–teacher relation-
ship quality in T3; β = –0.03, SE = 0.09, p = 0.565 from T1 verbal victimization to 
T2 positive student–teacher relationship quality; and β = –0.08, SE = 0.09, p = 0.206 
from T2 verbal victimization to T3 positive student–teacher relationship quality.

As for the negative model, three out of four paths from relationship quality to 
bullying victimization were significant. Just as in the positive model, both paths to 
verbal victimization were significant: β = 0.16, SE = 0.04, p < .001 from T1 to T2 
and β = 0.08, SE = 0.03, p = .031 from T2 to T3, while one path, from T1 to T2, was 
significant (β = 0.11, SE = 0.04, p = .009) and the other, from T2 to T3, was non-
significant (β = 0.09, SE = 0.03, p = .063) regarding relational victimization. In other 
words, changes in negative student–teacher relationship, too, over time predicted 
changes in bullying victimization, where increases in negative relationship quality 
was associated with increases in bullying victimization, but only from T1 to T2 for 
relational victimization. In the opposite direction, from bullying victimization to 
negative student–teacher relationship quality, one out of four cross-lagged paths was 
significant, from T2 verbal victimization to T3 student–teacher relationship quality 
(β = 0.12, SE = 0.07, p = .036). The other cross-lagged effects were non-significant: 
β = 0.03, SE = 0.10, p = .664 from T1 relational victimization to T2 student–teacher 
relationship quality; β = -0.06, SE = 0.08, p = .337 from T2 relational victimization 
to T3 student–teacher relationship quality; and β = -0.01, SE = 0.08, p = 0.976 from 
T1 verbal victimization to T2 student–teacher relationship quality. Overall, our find-
ings displayed the same pattern in both the positive and negative models; that the 
longitudinal associations between student–teacher relationship quality and verbal 
and relational bullying victimization can be reciprocal but that relationship quality 
to a greater extent predicts bullying victimization than bullying victimization pre-
dicts relationship quality.
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4 � Discussion

The study aimed to investigate longitudinal associations between student–teacher 
relationship quality and two forms of bullying victimization, namely relational 
and verbal victimization. We also examined the directionality of the relation-
ship (e.g., whether student–teacher relationship quality predicted verbal and rela-
tional victimization, whether verbal and relational victimization predicted stu-
dent–teacher relationship quality, or whether there were reciprocal relationships). 
When exploring these relationships, we utilized a social-ecological perspective 
focusing on the two in-school microsystems, namely the student–teacher relation-
ship and the peer group and how the interaction between these two systems can 
affect relational and verbal victimization.

Our findings showed that both verbal and relational victimization was pre-
dicted by the quality of students’ relationships with their teachers. This pattern 
was displayed in both the positive and negative models showing that that the 
relationship quality to a greater extent predicts bullying victimization. This sup-
ports previous studies showing that positive student–teacher relationships predict 
less bullying victimization (Demol et al., 2020; Leadbeater et al., 2015; Serdiouk 
et al., 2016) and how an increase or decrease in the student-relationship quality 
also predict bullying victimization.

Thus, the results showed a significant effect of positive student–teacher relation-
ship quality on later levels of bullying victimization. In other words, improved qual-
ity in student–teacher relationship over time predicted changes in bullying, where 
increases in positive relationship quality was associated with decrease s in bullying 
victimization, but only from fifth to sixth grade for relational victimization. Like-
wise, the increase in negative student–teacher relationship quality also increased 
bullying victimization, but only from fourth to fifth grade for relational victimiza-
tion. In addition, our results also showed that bullying victimization can predict stu-
dent–teacher relationship quality, mirroring the findings of Demol et al. (2020) and 
Leadbeater et al. (2015) but only for verbal victimization from fourth to fifth grade.

In terms of the longitudinal associations, the present study found a signifi-
cant longitudinal association between student–teacher relationship quality and 
relational victimization in line with Demol et al.’s (2020) study. In addition, we 
found a significant longitudinal association between student-relationship quality 
and verbal victimization. To our knowledge, our study is the first to examine the 
longitudinal association between student-relationship quality and verbal victimi-
zation, the most common form of bullying (e.g., Kennedy, 2021; Waasdorp & 
Bradshaw, 2015). By focusing on verbal and relational victimization, the current 
study continues recent research on the relationship between the quality of the stu-
dent–teacher relationship and various form of bullying to provide a more detailed 
understanding of these relationships. As our study shows how both relational and 
verbal victimization are associated with the quality of student–teacher relation-
ship, type of victimization appears less important than victimization itself.

It should be noted, however, that several longitudinal associations tested were 
not significant in the current study; student–teacher relationship quality in fourth 



166	 C. Forsberg et al.

1 3

grade did not predict relational victimization in fifth grade and verbal victimiza-
tion in fourth grade and relational victimization in fifth grade did not predict stu-
dent–teacher relationship quality in fifth and sixth grades, respectively.

In contrast, all three measured constructs consistently predicted themselves and, 
were thus, stable over time. In other words, consistent with our hypothesis and previ-
ous longitudinal research (Choi & Park, 2021; Chu et al., 2018; Demol et al., 2022; 
Pouwels et  al., 2016; Zych et  al., 2020), we found moderate stability for bullying 
victimization. Consistent with our hypothesis and previous studies (e.g., Hajovsky 
et al., 2021; Harvey et al., 2022), the quality of the student–teacher relationship also 
predicted the subsequent quality of the student–teacher relationship. Moreover, stu-
dents who scored higher on student–teacher relationship quality were less likely to 
be targets of verbal and relational bullying perpetration at each time point.

Our study also showed reciprocal longitudinal associations in both the positive 
and negative models between student–teacher relationship quality and verbal and 
relational bullying victimization. This means that the association can be reciprocal 
but that relationship quality to a greater extent predicts bullying victimization than 
bullying victimization predicts relationship quality.

One possible explanation to this reciprocal associations could be a more or less 
fixed or stable interplay between individual factors and contextual factors (cf., 
Bronfenbrenner, 1979) in schools (Hong & Espelage, 2012; Saarento et al., 2015). 
Examples of individual factors that may contribute to the maintenance of the pattern 
include personality traits and developmental trajectories of social cognitions, inter-
personal skills, and social behaviors that differ across students. School contextual 
factors that may help explain our findings include established patterns of teacher 
expectations and classroom management, in whichteachers’s approach, treat and 
interact with students differently in the classroom (Emmer & Sabornie, 2015; Roland 
& Galloway, 2002; Saarento et al., 2015). Other possible school contextual factors 
might be the reciprocal links between student–teacher relationship quality, peer rela-
tionships and social behaviors (Endedijk et al., 2022) developed into stable patterns, 
including a long-term group structure, perceived popularity, peer preference, and a 
set of social roles and expectations in the classroom and peer groups (Pouwels et al., 
2018; Saarento et al., 2015; Salmivalli, 2010). Differences in associations between 
verbal victimization and relational victimization might be that verbal victimizataion 
is easier to detect than more subtle bullying. Teachers might have difficulty support-
ing verbally victimized students when they exhibit social withdrawal, avoidance, or 
aggression (Leadbeater et al., 2015) that are related to and rooted in their victimiza-
tion. If lower quality of the student–teacher relationship predicts greater victimiza-
tion that in turn predicts lower quality of the student–teacher relationship, and so on, 
this more or less bidirectional longitudinal association becomes an indirect part of 
the so-called “victim cycle” that plays out in the peer ecology (Lyng, 2018) like a 
negative or downward spiral. In contrast, a healthy and protective cycle occurs when 
high quality student–teacher relationships predict less bullying victimization, which 
in turn predicts high student–teacher relationships, and so on, over time. Thus, our 
findings may shed light on teachers’ so-called “invisible hand” (Endedijk et  al., 
2022; Farmer et al., 2011), which can either increase or decrease the likelihood of 
students’ verbal and relational bullying experiences in school. However, only at one 
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timepoint were the reciprocal association found between verbal and relational vic-
timization and student–teacher relationship quality so we need to be catious when 
interpreting the findings.

From a social-ecological perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), we can draw the 
conclusion based on our findings that teachers play an important role in a relatively 
stable yet changing mesosystem in which the interaction between the microsystem 
of the student–teacher relationship and the microsystem of the peer group influ-
ences bullying victimization (Bouchard & Smith, 2017). Our findings support the 
notion that a student’s relationship with their teachers is a significant microsystem 
in school (Bouchard & Smith, 2017; Farmer et al., 2011; see also Endedijk et al., 
2022). Therefore, it is devastating for students who experience bullying that their 
victimization predicts poorer quality of the student–teacher relationship.

4.1 � Limitations

Some limitations of this study should be mentioned. One limitation is that no medi-
ating mechanisms were examined, such as peer-to-peer relationships, which could 
potentially explain the relationship between the quality of the student–teacher rela-
tionship and verbal and relational victimization. It is possible that, students who 
have poor relationships with their teachers also have poor relationships with their 
peers, which would likely increase their risk for verbal and relational victimiza-
tion. In addition, the study was based on self-report, so there may be limitations in 
terms of memory, text comprehension. The use of self-reports also carries the risk 
of social desirability bias. To increase validity and to overcome potential problems 
due to shared variance, future studies should a more mixed data collection approach 
and consider self-report in combination with peer nominations and teacher reports 
in addition to self-reports. Moreover, the attrition analysis showed that students who 
dropped out after the first and second wave were victimized to a greater extent than 
those who continued their participation, thus suggesting that the missing data were 
not missing completely at random. However, the effect sizes of Cohen’s d were, 
however, negligible to small, suggesting that although the observed differences were 
statistically significant, their practical impact may be limited. Finally, we did not 
conduct any a priori power analysis to determine an appropriate sample size. Based 
on power calculations of other studies, however, it is reasonable to assume that our 
study had sufficient power to detect relatively small cross-lagged effects (Barzeva 
et al., 2020; Masselink et al., 2018).

4.2 � Practical implications

These limitations aside, the study findings have implications for school-based anti-
bullying practice. The current findings suggest that warm, caring and supportive stu-
dent–teacher relationships are a key component of bullying prevention programs and 
efforts. Given the relationship between the quality of relationships with teachers and 
experiences of verbal and relational victimization found in the study, practitioners 
need to assess not only the quality of students’ relationships with their peers but also 
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with their teachers. For students with poor relationship quality with their teachers, it 
is necessary for practitioners to not only work with students but also include teach-
ers in treatment or intervention plans. Students who have negative and conflictual 
relationships with their teachers may lack social skills, which would likely spill over 
to their relations with their classmates and peers (Longbordi et al., 2022; Thornberg 
et al., 2017). Finally, it may be useful to incorporate awareness of the quality of the 
teacher-student relationship into teacher training to make them more aware of the 
role of the teacher-student relationship in the psychological adjustment of students 
in general and the risk of peer victimization in particular.
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