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Abstract: Few studies have examined adolescents’ predictions of aggression involving other adolescents; previous
research has focused mainly on studying the perceptions of physical aggression. Therefore, the aim of this study is to
explore adolescents’ predictions of physical, verbal, and indirect aggression in hypothetical scenarios of aggression and
to establish any sex differences in these predictions. A total of 653 adolescents aged 14 to 18 participated in the study.
The sex of the aggressor and the sex of the target were manipulated, and participants’ predictions of the likelihood of
aggressive behavioral patterns were measured through the use of a questionnaire. Results showed a significant interaction
between the two independent variables. More specifically, results showed that (i) when the aggressor and the target were
both males, the subjects more often predicted that the aggressor would use physical and verbal aggression; (ii) when
the aggressor and the target were both females, subjects predicted that the aggressor would use more indirect aggression;
(iii) males predicted the use of physical aggression more readily when the target was a male; (iv) females predicted the use
of verbal and indirect aggression more readily than males when the target was a female; and (v) the situations in which
subjects predicted that the aggressor would use more physical, verbal and indirect aggression were when the aggression
took place between peers, followed by situations in which aggression took place in a domestic context.
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INTRODUCTION
Many studies in research on aggression have established
a classification of various types of aggression in terms of its
form and behavior [e.g., 1-5]. Moreover, there is a significant amount of research looking at sex differences in different types of aggressive behavior [e.g., 6-15]. However, differences in aggressiveness between men and women are often small and inconsistent [16-18]. It has often been suggested that males are in general more physically aggressive
than females [18-21]. For verbal aggression, some researchers have found that the sex differences tend to be in the same
direction, but are smaller and less consistent [16, 18, 22, 23],
while others have found that females prefer to use more verbal aggression than males [e.g., 24, 25]. Indirect aggression
was originally defined as “a type of behavior in which the
perpetrator attempts to inflict pain in such a manner that he
or she (often) makes it seem as though there has been no
intention to hurt at all” [26], and was distinguished from
direct aggression, characterized by “straightforward attacks
that are often visible, disruptive, and frightening even to the
spectators” [27]. Therefore, indirect aggression, which included such acts as gossiping, spreading rumors, or excluding someone from the group, was suggested to be more typical of females than of males [1, 3, 6-8, 26, 28-39]. Archer’s
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[6] meta-analysis revealed that girls use slightly more indirect aggression than boys; however, this effect is very small
and appears to be dependent on the age of the participant and
the elicitation method. Any sex differences that do exist appear to be greatest in late childhood to early adolescence, and
gradually taper off in adulthood [6]. In any case, the use of
indirect aggression rather than physical aggression is more
socially acceptable in the “girl world” because this type of
behavior is consistent with the female gender role, whereas
physical aggression is more closely linked to the male gender role [40, 41].
Furthermore, there is a significant amount of research
looking at the perceptions of aggressive interactions between
males and females and how they are perceived differently by
observers. These studies have examined the effects of the sex
of the target and the aggressor on perceptions, seriousness,
attributions, and assessments of the aggressive behavior in
real or hypothetical situations. Some research found diverse
results as a function of the variables used in the study [42].
For example, in some studies the researchers arranged the
observation so that observers were unable to decipher the sex
of the aggressor and the target. In some of these studies the
results indicated that when the sex was unknown, the subjects viewed the aggression between two boys as the least
aggressive, as their behavior was more likely to be attributed
to rough-and-tumble play than to intentional harm. However,
the subjects viewed such behavior by girls as aggression
rather than as play [43]. On the other hand, in similar studies
the sex of the children was made clear to observers, and
when the sex of the aggressor and the target was known,
subjects rated boys and girls as equally aggressive; neverthe2011 Bentham Open

56 The Open Psychology Journal, 2011, Volume 4

less, boys’ aggression was seen as more intentional and masculine [44, 45].
Research in gender stereotypes has shown that violent
situations between males and females are perceived differently by observers. Generally males are perceived to be more
aggressive than females [46-48] and people perceive greater
aggression when the target is a female. These findings are
supported by research. For example, in one study carried out
by Gerber [49] the conclusions showed that the male aggressor was perceived to be physically more aggressive than the
female aggressor. In another study, Harris and KnightBohnhoff [50] manipulated the sex of the aggressor and the
sex of the target across experimental groups using sequences
of vignettes that described aggressive interactions to explore
whether these variables affected the perception of aggressive
behavior. They found that participants perceived the act to be
more aggressive when the aggressor was a male. In another
study, participants saw aggressions greater when carried out
by males than if the same aggressive acts were carried out by
females [51]. Hilton et al. [52] found that when the sex of
the perpetrator and the sex of the victim were manipulated in
scenarios depicting either sexual or nonsexual physical aggression, sexual aggression was rated as more serious than
nonsexual physical aggression, especially when involving
physical force, and male-to-female aggression was rated as
most serious while male-to-male aggression was perceived
as least serious. In a study carried out by Steward-Williams
[53], participants of both sexes rated women’s aggression as
more acceptable than men’s aggression; male participants
considered women’s aggression more acceptable, apparently
because they saw the act as less aggressive. In a study by
Marks and Nelson [54], the sex of the initiator of the behavior and the type of behavior was manipulated, and the results
showed that the behavior of female professors who initiated
sexual harassment behavior toward male students was perceived as more appropriate than the same behavior initiated
by male professors toward female students in identical situations. In experiments on the perception of parental discipline,
researchers found that when a father punished his child, the
punishment was rated harsher than when the disciplinarian
was the mother [55, 56]. As for research on direct and indirect aggression, Lutz [57] found that direct aggressive behaviors, especially verbal aggression, were perceived to be more
effective and more likely to happen than other types of aggression; in this case physical aggression was perceived to
be more aggressive, more effective, and more likely for
males than for females. On the other hand, indirect aggressive behaviors were considered to be less effective, less aggressive and less likely than direct aggressive behaviors,
although more appropriate and effective when a female used
them. A study about secondary high school teachers’ perceptions of adolescent female social aggression concluded that
high school teachers perceived overt negative behaviors on
the part of adolescent females to constitute female relational
social aggression; the study also found the primary form of
indirect aggression that females engaged in was rumor
spreading [58]. Specific to dating violence, Sears et al. [59]
found that adolescents perceive males as engaging in physical abuse more frequently than females, and females as engaging in psychological abuse more frequently than their
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male counterparts, primarily as a result of gender expectations regarding appropriate responses to stressful situations.
Basow et al. [60] found that college students rated indirect
aggression by women and physical aggression by men as
less acceptable and more aggressive than the same behavior
by the other sex. Thus, expectations regarding the sexappropriateness of aggression appear to affect perceptions of
such acts.
Research has also indicated that males and females differ
in their perceptions and evaluation of aggressive behavior.
For example, a study carried out by Lyons and Serbin [61]
found that subjects of both sexes rated male aggression as
more aggressive than female aggression. Eagly and Steffen
[16] found that both sexes perceived females as less likely
than males to act aggressively. On average, female observers
see greater levels of aggression than males do [50, 51, 55].
Authors such as García et al. [62] found that males perceived
an incident of aggression to be more aggressive when the
target was a female, while females perceived the incident to
be more aggressive when the target was a male. Also, in a
study on sexual harassment between professors and students,
Marks and Nelson [54] found that females perceived the
behavior as harassment and as inappropriate more often than
males did, although some types of harassment were interpreted by females as more appropriate than when these same
types were interpreted by males. In a domestic context,
Koski and Mangold [63] found that females perceived domestic aggression as a more serious behavior than males did,
and both sexes considered aggression by a female to be more
acceptable than aggression by a male. In this same line, Harris and Cook [64] found that schoolgirls considered an aggressive incident much more violent than boys did, and that
the mistreatment of a wife was more serious than the same
incident in which the target was a husband. They also found
that women sympathized more with the target despite the
similarity between the target and the aggressor. Harris and
Knight-Bohnhoff [50] also found that women considered
incidents of aggression much more serious than men did.
When Galen and Underwood [65] showed examples of reallife social aggression to a group of adolescents, girls rated
the aggressors as angrier than boys did. Hilton et al. [52]
found in scenarios depicting sexual aggression that girls gave
a higher seriousness rating to sexual aggression involving
physical force than did boys.
All of these studies, to cite only a few, support the idea
that violent situations between men and women are perceived differently by observers. The studies also agree that
there are differences between males and females in the perception and evaluation of violent behavior. Furthermore, the
sex of the participants in a violent situation is crucial and can
produce different results for the variables being measured
[42]. In this vein, the study that is presented here is based
principally on some of the studies cited previously, but it
extends the research and makes some modifications.
Most of the above studies examined the perceptions of
aggressive interactions, but to the researcher’s knowledge,
no study has included the study of predictions of aggression
involving adolescents, or the study of types of aggression
other than physical aggression. The studies described above
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examined adult perceptions of aggressive interactions between adults or very young children engaging in real-life
aggression, and the effects of the sex of the aggressor, target,
and observer. But fewer studies have examined adolescents’
predictions of aggression involving adolescents. Therefore,
same-age observers may have different predictions regarding
aggression than different-age observers, as they are likely to
experience and be familiar with very different types of aggression [34]. Therefore, I propose that adolescent observers
may have different predictions regarding situations of aggression than adult observers do.
Moreover, previous research has focused mainly on
studying the perceptions of physical aggression, without
considering other types of aggression. Only a few studies
have examined same-age perceptions of adolescent indirect
aggression. Galen and Underwood [65] examined same-age
perceptions of adolescent indirect aggression; however, they
only showed examples of indirect aggression by girls, so it is
not known how adolescents predict male indirect aggression
relative to female indirect aggression, or other types of aggression. Coyne et al. [66] studied sex differences in adolescent perceptions of aggression, but they studied the perceptions of indirect aggression only through the medium of television, and they did not examine predictions of verbal or
physical aggression. Therefore, the present study was designed to explore predictions of three types of aggression:
physical, verbal, and indirect aggression.
Lastly, the researcher extended the situations where violence can take place, using situations in which adolescents
could easily identify themselves. These situations were scenarios of aggression that adolescents had documented in a
pilot study [42]. The adolescents had been part of the situations, directly or indirectly, or had heard of the situations
from others. In this way, both situations of aggression within
the family and situations of aggression between equals in
places of leisure are included.
Therefore, the aim of this study is to establish whether
Spanish adolescent boys and girls differ in their predictions
of the behavioral patterns of male and female aggressors as a
function of the sex of the target in different hypothetical scenarios of aggression. More specifically, the study examines
the adolescents’ predictions of the behavioral patterns of the
aggressor in hypothetical situations of physical, verbal, and
indirect aggression enacted by peers and adults, as well as
sex differences in these perceptions.
On the basis of past research and the theoretical considerations discussed earlier, hypotheses were formulated concerning how adolescents would predict the type of aggression that a person would use in a scenario of aggression, as a
function of the sex of the aggressor and the target. It was
predicted that when the aggressor was a male, the participants would predict that he would use direct (physical and
verbal) aggression more than when the aggressor was a female. Since previous research supports the view that indirect
aggression is more typical of females [e.g., 1, 26, 29, 30-33,
35, 38, 39], and that more experience with a certain behavior
will enhance stereotypical beliefs about sex differences in
aggressive behavior [43], it was predicted that participants
would predict that females would use indirect aggression
more often than males.
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Therefore, for two variables—sex of the aggressor and
sex of the target—it was predicted that when the aggressor
and the target were both males, the adolescents would predict that the aggressor would use more physical and verbal
aggression than when the aggressor and target were both
females, in which case the aggressor would be predicted to
use more indirect aggression. Also, it was hypothesized that
a male aggressor would be predicted to use physical and verbal aggression more than a female in all the scenarios of aggression. Furthermore, following the trend revealed in previous research, it was predicted that females would predict
more aggression in a wider range of situations than would
males.
METHODOLOGY
Participants
The participants were 653 adolescents (49% boys and
51% girls) attending classes at four high schools in Madrid,
Spain. Their ages ranged from 14 to 18, with a mean of
15.54 years (SD = 1.01) (girls: M = 15.56, SD = 1.05; boys:
M = 15.51, SD = 0.97). The type of education of the high
schools and the socioeconomic status of the area were the
following: a private-religious high school in a medium-low
socioeconomic area (28.3%), a private-religious high school
in a medium-high socioeconomic area (24.2%), a publicnonreligious high school in a medium-low socioeconomic
area (31.1%) and a public- nonreligious high school in a medium-high socioeconomic area (16.4 %). In each high
school, five classes from each grade were randomly selected
for inclusion in the study.
Instrument
The researcher designed an instrument with four scenarios
describing an episode of aggression in a valid representation
of a real-life situation. In a previous pilot study (N = 60),
different scenarios of aggression were used with an openanswer questionnaire. But in a focus group during this pilot
study, it was detected that the adolescents were unfamiliar
with some of the scenarios of aggression, and not enough
information could be obtained. Also, the adolescents told the
researcher that the scenarios were unreal and strange for
them. So they were asked to talk about situations involving
aggression in which they had been involved directly or indirectly, or aggressive situations that they had heard about. It
was then decided to select this information about aggressive
situations that were more familiar to the adolescents. Afterwards, four short scenarios were specifically created for the
current study with respect to the experimental conditions and
the two independent variables (sex of aggressor and sex of
target) being studied.
Respondents heard a description of each scenario, in
which two individuals became involved in a dispute and one
of them (“the aggressor”) started acting aggressively toward
the other (“the target”). The scenario was kept as brief and
neutral as possible in order to adapt it to the various malefemale combinations and to real situations in which adolescents could be involved. The scenarios were left unfinished
to allow the subjects to imagine what would happen afterward. The sex of the aggressor and the target were manipulated in each scenario in a 2 x 2 design, totaling four ver-
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sions. There were two different scenarios describing an episode of aggression; each one was used twice with the only
difference being the sex of the aggressor and of the target.
Specifically, the scenarios were as follows: In the first situation, a male is aggressive toward a female in a domestic context. The second scenario is the same as the previous one,
except that a female starts an aggressive behavior toward a
male in a domestic context. The third and fourth scenarios of
aggression take place between peers: a male adolescent starts
an aggressive behavior toward another male adolescent, and
a female adolescent starts an aggressive behavior toward
another female adolescent, respectively. In these cases the
conflicts take place at a bar rather than in a domestic context.
Each of the four scenarios was followed by one question
with twelve items (four for each type of aggression: physical,
verbal, and indirect) in which the participants were asked to
answer what they thought the person who had started the
dispute would do next. The statement was the following:
“What do you think Josephine (in each scenario the name of
the aggressor changes) will do in this situation? Participants
rated responses on a 5-point scale ranging from 0 (very unlikely) to 4 (very likely).
The answers to these questions from the participants allowed the assessment of three dependent variables: the prediction of physical, verbal, and indirect aggression. To explore the adolescents’ predictions of aggression, twelve
items from the Direct & Indirect Aggression Scales (DIAS)
by Björkqvist et al. [67] were used in each scenario. According to the original Direct and Indirect Aggression Scale
(DIAS), which allows the measurement of direct (physical
and verbal) and indirect (social manipulation) strategies of
aggression, in each scenario four specific items were used to
measure physical aggression (hits the other, kicks the other,
shoves the other, takes things from the other), four items
were used to measure verbal aggression (yells at or argues
with the other, insults the other, says he/she is going to hurt
the other, teases the other) and four items were used to
measure indirect aggression (plans secretly to cause trouble
for the other, ignores the other, says bad things behind the
other’s back, criticizes the other’s hair or clothing). Before
using these items, the researcher had confirmed the validity
and applicability of the DIAS in an earlier study [15] in
which a Spanish version of the DIAS was used to measure
aggressive behavior using self-estimations in the same sample of Spanish adolescents as used in the current study. In
this sample the internal consistency of the three factors
(physical, verbal, and indirect aggression), evaluated by the
alpha coefficient, was .92 [15].
Procedure
The questionnaire data were collected individually by the
researcher during school hours in groups of approximately
30 students, and participation was voluntary. Participants
were instructed not to write their names anywhere on the
questionnaire so that their data would remain anonymous.
The application of the instrument was counterbalanced in
two sessions to control for a possible order effect. In the first
test session, roughly 50% of the subjects completed two of
the four scenarios while the other half completed the other
two. In the second test session, which took place after a
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break, the subjects completed the two scenarios that had not
been completed previously.
RESULTS
The mean and standard deviation scores for males and
females on the three dependent variables measured for each
experimental condition are presented in Table 1. The scores
nearest 0 imply that the adolescent did not predict that the
aggressor would use this type of aggression, whereas the
scores nearest 4 mean that the adolescent predicted that the
aggressor would very likely use this type of aggression.
In order to assess the effects of the manipulations, the
scenarios were analyzed with a 2 (sex of aggressor [male,
female]) by 2 (sex of target [male, female]) multifactorial
repeated measures design with the subjects’ sex as an intergroup factor. The researcher obtained the main effect of the
two independent variables (sex of aggressor and sex of target) and the interaction between these variables (sex of aggressor x sex of target) and also the interaction with these
and the sex of the subjects. The differences in the main simple effects were analyzed with confidence intervals previously corrected by the Bonferroni procedure. The F-values,
degrees of freedom, and significance of the differences for
each kind of aggression are presented in Table 2.
Physical aggression
Results showed a significant main effect of the sex of the
aggressor on the prediction of physical aggression, which
indicates that when the aggressor was a male, the adolescents
predicted that he would use physical aggression more than
when the aggressor was a female. However, there was no
significant interaction between the sex of the aggressor and
the sex of the subject variables in the prediction of physical
aggression (see Table 2).
There was no significant main effect of the sex of
the target on the prediction of physical aggression, but there
was a significant interaction between the sex of the target
and the sex of the subject variables, with male subjects rating
physical aggression higher than female subjects when
the target was a male (males: M = 1.76, SD= .05; females:
M = 1.55, SD= .05).
Furthermore, results showed a significant interaction between the sex of the aggressor and the sex of the target:
when the aggressor and the target were males, the adolescents predicted that the aggressor would use physical aggression. However, there was no significant interaction with the
sex of the subject variable. These results indicate that the
adolescents more easily predicted the use of physical aggression when the aggressor and the target were both males than
when the target was a female. On the other hand, when the
aggressor was a female and the target was a female, the adolescents predicted that the aggressor would use physical aggression more than when the target was a male.
If we compare the mean scores in all the scenarios (see
Table 1) we can observe in which of them the adolescents
more readily predicted the use of physical aggression. For
the scenarios, the subjects predicted that the aggressor would
use physical aggression in the following order, from highest
to lowest likelihood: 3, 4, 1, and 2. These results show that
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Table 1.
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Predictions Made by Male and Female Respondents Regarding what Kind of Aggression the Aggressor Would Resort to
Next
Scenarios

SEX
1. A male is aggressive toward a female MALEFEMALE

Domestic
setting

2. A female is aggressive toward a male FEMALE-MALE

3. A male is aggressive toward another male
MALE-MALE

Adolescents
in a bar

Table 2.

59

4. A female is aggressive toward another female
FEMALE-FEMALE

Physical
Aggression

Verbal
Aggression

Indirect
Aggression

N= 561
Males N= 276
Females N= 285

N= 553
Males N= 269
Females N= 284

N= 558
Males N= 272
Females N= 286

Mean

SD

Mean

SD

Mean

SD

MALES

1.46

1.14

2.85

0.95

1.67

1.04

FEMALES

1.51

1.05

3.04

0.94

1.71

1.07

TOTAL

1.48

1.09

2.94

0.95

1.69

1.05

MALES

1.22

1.06

2.65

0.88

1.69

1.06

FEMALES

0.97

0.93

2.59

0.88

1.57

1.05

TOTAL

1.09

1.00

2.62

0.89

1.63

1.05

FEMALES

0.52

0.73

2.41

0.87

2.21

1.05

TOTAL

0.64

0.61

2.39

0.91

2.23

1.05

MALES

2.30

1.01

3.34

0.75

2.25

0.91

FEMALES

2.13

1.01

3.36

0.76

2.09

0.95

TOTAL

2.22

1.01

3.35

0.76

2.17

0.93

MALES

1.91

1.09

3.07

0.86

2.43

0.93

FEMALES

1.90

1.04

3.20

0.87

2.47

0.98

TOTAL

1.90

1.07

3.13

0.87

2.45

0.95

Interaction Between the Three Independent Variables and the Sex of the Subject on the Prediction of Physical, Verbal
and Indirect Aggression
Physical Aggresion
F

D.f.

Verbal Aggression
P

F

D.f.

Indirect Aggression
P

F

D.f.

P

Sex of Aggresor

156.04

559

.000***

155.21

551

.000***

15.42

556

.000***

Sex of Aggressor X Sex of Subject

1.44

559

.229

2.36

551

.125

.04

556

.832

Sex of Target

1.07

559

.300

3.43

551

.065

24.89

556

.000***

Sex of Target X Sex of Subject

10.76

559

.001***

8.78

551

.003**

6.86

556

.009**

Sex of Aggressor X Sex of Target

468.60

559

.000***

261.59

551

.000***

330.34

556

.000***

Sex of Aggressor X Sex of target X Sex of Subject

.03

559

.849

.06

551

.800

.02

556

.867

the situations in which subjects predicted that the aggressor
would use more physical aggression were when a male adolescent was aggressive toward another male adolescent in a
bar and when a female adolescent was aggressive toward
another female adolescent in a bar. These scores were followed by the scenarios in which a male was aggressive toward a female and a female was aggressive toward a male in
a domestic setting. The scenario in which the subjects predicted that the aggressor would use less physical aggression

was that in which a female was aggressive toward a male. As
we can observe, in each pair of scenarios the adolescents
more readily predicted the use of physical aggression when it
was used by a male: first, when the aggression took place
between peers (two male adolescents), and finally in a domestic context. Also, results show that male subjects scored
higher than females in the prediction of physical aggression
in experimental conditions 2, 3 and 4, while females scored
higher than males in experimental condition 1.
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Verbal Aggression
Results (see Table 2) showed a significant main effect of
the sex of the aggressor on the prediction of verbal aggression. These results indicate that when the aggressor was a
male, the adolescents predicted that the aggressor would use
verbal aggression more than when the aggressor was a female. However, there was no significant interaction between
the sex of the subject and sex of the aggressor variables.
There was a significant interaction between the sex of
the target and the sex of the subject variables, with females
rating verbal aggression higher than males when the target
was a female (males: M = 2.95, SD = .05; females: M = 3.11,
SD = .04).
Moreover, there was a significant interaction between the
two independent variables, sex of the aggressors x sex of the
target, but there was no significant interaction between the
two independent variables and the sex of the subject as an
intergroup factor. These results indicate that the adolescents
predicted the use of verbal aggression more when the aggressor and the target were both males than when the aggressor was a female and the target was a male. On the other
hand, when the aggressor was a female and the target was a
female, the adolescents predicted that the aggressor would
use more verbal aggression than when the aggressor was a
male and the target a female.
If we compare the mean scores in all the scenarios (see
Table 1) we can observe in which of them the adolescents
more readily predicted the use of verbal aggression. The prediction of verbal aggression, from highest to lowest, was
ordered as follows: experimental conditions 3, 4, 1, and 2.
These results show that the situations in which subjects predicted that the aggressor would use more verbal aggression
were when a male adolescent was aggressive toward another
male adolescent in a bar and when a female adolescent was
aggressive toward another female adolescent in a bar. These
scores were followed by the situations in which a male was
aggressive toward a female and a female was aggressive
toward a male in a domestic setting. As we can observe, in
each pair of scenarios the adolescents more readily predicted
the use of verbal aggression when it was used by a male:
first, when the aggression took place between peers (two
male adolescents) and second, in a domestic context. Also,
results show that male subjects scored higher than females in
the prediction of verbal aggression in experimental condition
2, while females scored higher than males in experimental
conditions 1, 3 and 4.
Indirect Aggression
Results showed a significant main effect of the sex of the
aggressor and the sex of the target in the prediction of indirect aggression. These results indicate that when the aggressor was a female and the target a female, the adolescents
predicted that the aggressor would use indirect aggression
more than when the aggressor was a male and the target was
a male (see Table 2).
Also, there was a significant interaction between the sex
of the subject and the sex of the target variables, with female
subjects rating aggression higher than males when the target
was a female (males: M = 2.04, SD= .05; females: M = 2.08,
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SD= .05). However, there was no significant interaction between the sex of the subject and the sex of the aggressor
variables.
Furthermore, results showed a significant interaction between the sex of the aggressor and the sex of the target,
which indicates that when the aggressor and the target were
both females, the adolescents predicted that the aggressor
would use indirect aggression more than when the target was
a male. However, there was no significant interaction with
the sex of the subject variable.
If we compare the mean scores in all the scenarios (see
Table 1), we can observe in which of them the adolescents
more readily predicted the use of indirect aggression. The
prediction of indirect aggression is ordered as follows, from
highest to lowest: experimental conditions 4, 3, 1, and 2.
These results show that the situations in which adolescents
more readily predicted that the aggressor would use indirect
aggression were when the aggression took place between
two adolescent females, followed by the aggression between
two adolescent males. These scores were followed by the
situations in which a male was aggressive toward a female
and a female was aggressive toward a male in a domestic
setting. As we can observe, in each pair of scenarios the adolescents more easily predicted the use of indirect aggression
when it was used by a female, but not in the domestic context, where adolescents predicted that males would use more
indirect aggression than females. Also, results show that
male subjects scored higher than females in the prediction of
indirect aggression in experimental conditions 2 and 3, while
females scored higher than males in experimental conditions
1 and 4.
DISCUSSION
Previous research has demonstrated that aggressive situations between men and women are perceived and evaluated
differently by observers, and that there are sex differences in
these perceptions. Moreover, the sex of the aggressor, the
sex of the target, and the type of interactions between the
protagonists who are involved in an aggressive situation are
crucial and can produce different results in perceptions and
evaluations of the aggressive situations. Most studies have
focused mainly on studying perceptions of physical aggression without considering predictions of this type of aggression. In addition, these studies have not often explored other
types of aggression, and they are devoid of same-age perceptions of adolescents’ aggression. Therefore, the purpose of
the present study was to examine adolescents’ predictions of
physical, verbal, and indirect aggression in hypothetical scenarios of aggression enacted by peers and adults, as well as
sexual differences concerning this variable. Furthermore, the
situations in which aggression can take place were extended
to check if the predictions of aggression were related to the
sex of the aggressor and of the target.
Results from the present study confirm sex differences in
predictions of aggression and support some of the predictions formulated. The results show consistency with the hypothesis of the study and with previous research. It was predicted that when the aggressor was a male, the participants
would predict that he would use direct aggression (physical
and verbal) more than when the aggressor was a female; the
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results confirmed this. Since previous research supports the
view that indirect aggression is more typical of females [1,
26, 28-33, 35-39], and more experience with a certain behavior will enhance stereotypical beliefs between sex differences
in aggressive behavior [43], it was predicted that females
would be predicted to use indirect aggression more often
than males, and as expected, results confirm this hypothesis;
when the aggressor was a female, the adolescents predicted
that the aggressor would use indirect aggression more than
when the aggressor was a male.
A significant interaction was found between the sex of
the aggressor x the sex of the target. For these two variables,
it was predicted that when the aggressor and the target were
both males, the adolescents would predict that the aggressor
would use more physical and verbal aggression than when
the aggressor and target were both females, in which the
subjects would predict that they would use indirect aggression more. The results confirmed the hypothesis.
In the four scenarios of aggression, the subjects predicted
that the aggressor would use more physical and verbal
aggression in the scenarios between peers. As for indirect
aggression, subjects predicted that the aggressor would use
indirect aggression when the scenario took place between
two adolescent females. Furthermore, it was found that in
each pair of scenarios of aggression, the adolescents more
readily predicted the use of physical and verbal aggression
when it was used by a male: first, when the aggression took
place between peers (two male adolescents), and then in a
domestic context. So the hypothesis (male aggressor would
be predicted to use physical and verbal aggression more in
all the scenarios of aggression) was supported. Nevertheless,
it was quite opposite for indirect aggression, with the adolescents predicting that the aggressor would use indirect aggression when the aggressor was a female except in the domestic
context, in which adolescents predicted that males would use
more indirect aggression than females. In the domestic context, adolescents predicted that males would use more physical, verbal, and indirect aggression than would females. Unfortunately, in Spain the number of females killed by their
husbands/partners increases every day, and this could explain adolescents’ perceptions of aggression in the domestic
context. Another troublesome trend is that violence among
adolescents of the same sex, both male and female, is increasing in Spanish society, and there is a lot of work still to
do on this issue, since most work has been done to prevent
violence between members of the opposite sex.
Moreover, following the trend revealed in previous research, [50, 51, 55] it was predicted that females would predict aggression in a wider range of situations than males
would, but the results did not totally confirm this hypothesis.
A number of differences were found between male and female participants in terms of how they predicted the aggression depicted in the scenario. When we checked sex differences in the predictions of physical, verbal, and indirect aggression, there was no significant interaction between the sex
of the aggressor x the sex of the target and the sex of the
subject; a significant interaction was found only with the
variables separated. In contrast with previous research [e.g.,
64, 65], males predicted more use of physical aggression
than females did when the target was a male. And females
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predicted more verbal and indirect aggression when the target was a female. For indirect aggression, females predicted
more aggression than males in the situations where a male
was aggressive toward a female in a domestic context and a
female adolescent was aggressive toward another female
adolescent in a bar, while males predicted more aggression
than females in the other two experimental conditions. So,
on average, males anticipated the use of physical aggression
in a wider range of situations than did females.
Prior work that has found that males are in general physically and verbally more aggressive than females [16, 18-23]
and that females prefer to use indirect aggression [1, 3, 6-8,
26, 28-39] are consistent with these results, since they correspond with the principles of social cognition in the study of
the perception and interpretation of aggression, as well as
with research on gender stereotypes that has shown that
males are perceived to be more aggressive in general than
females, with males being perceived to be more physically
aggressive [46-51, 55, 56, 59] and females being perceived
to be more indirectly aggressive [57-60]. The current study
shows that the stereotype that men are more physically and
verbally aggressive and women are more likely to engage
in indirect forms of indirect aggression may actually exist
and is in concordance with many studies that have shown
indirect aggression to be more acceptable in female social
groups.
It is interesting to observe the types of aggression that the
adolescents predicted in this study; These findings could be
related to the increasing evidence of aggression by Spanish
female adolescents in the last several years. The results of
the current study are related to another study involving perceptions of aggression conducted with the same sample of
adolescents, in which it was found that it was precisely in
situations of violence between two adolescent females in a
leisure situation that violence was most justified by subjects
[68], the target female being considered guilty of provoking
the incident [69]. Also, the scenario in which the subjects
assessed the target worst was that in which a female adolescent was aggressive toward another female adolescent in a
bar [42]. It seems that the sexist stereotype that women have
had as being guilty of provoking the violent situation has not
been completely overcome, so adolescents tend to assess the
female target worse and justify more the use of violence between girls; this violence seems “acceptable” by adolescents.
This finding might explain the greater prediction of verbal
and indirect aggression by female adolescents in this study.
When adolescents view physical and verbal aggression between boy peers and toward a female in a domestic context,
and when adolescents view indirect aggression between girl
peers and toward a female in a domestic context, this aggression seems normal for the adolescents. This highlights the
importance of studying different forms of aggression in boy
and girl peer groups, as adolescents may perceive aggression
to be as common in peer groups as in a domestic setting, and
become insensitive to this aggression.
Of course, this study has limitations. In the scenarios of
aggression used in the study, the behavior of the aggressor
that was used to prime the subjects’ predictions of what
would happen next was only verbally aggressive. Therefore,
it would be interesting in future studies to use scenarios in
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which other forms of aggression take place to prime subjects’ predictions of what will happen next. Also, the combinations of sex of aggressor and sex of target should be expanded in order to analyze the predictions of adolescent violence between two adolescents of different sexes. Variables
other than those already studied could be included, such as
the social status or age of the persons in the scenarios. Thus
it would be enriching to include more scenarios of aggression (e.g., situations of aggression between adolescents in
school, between acquaintances and strangers, in organizational contexts, young dating relationships, between teachers
and students, and so forth), other sex combinations, and
other relationships between aggressor and target, and to use
only scenarios in which at least one of the protagonists is an
adolescent or combinations with different ages and sexes.
Finally, it would be interesting to include predictor variables that could influence the perceptions and representations
of the adolescents when observing situations of aggression.
As different forms of aggression by boys and girls are perceived differently, it will be important to establish how different types of aggressive behaviour in the scenarios may
affect subjects’ predictions of subsequent aggressive actions.
For further study, it would be interesting to use peer estimations in this population to check if these perceptions of aggression in female adolescents reflect how females really use
aggression.
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CONCLUSION
To conclude, these findings are discussed in terms of
their relevance for the design of new prevention and intervention programs against the use of aggression, using different situations where aggression takes place, and also for the
inclusion of activities in these programs to teach adolescents
how to resolve conflicts using non-violent alternatives. It is
important to draw distinctions between styles of aggression
and to study the representations of aggression, including
indirect aggression and other independent variables that
could be influencing predictions of aggression. Also, it is
necessary to carry out programs to prevent the use of verbal
aggression, since this type of aggression is very prevalent.
Finally, the results of this study warn of the necessity to
carry out interventions that permit the overcoming of sexist
stereotypes toward women and men of any age and in all
environments.
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