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RÉSUMÉ   
Les comportements antisociaux à l’enfance peuvent interférer avec le développement psychosocial 
normal et constituent un facteur de risque important pour les troubles de santé mentale intériorisés, 
dont les symptômes de dépression (Capaldi & Stoolmiller, 1999; Fontaine et al., 2019; Wolff & 
Ollendick, 2006). Des études antérieures ont démontré que les salles de classe sont des contextes 
importants pour le développement socio-émotionnel des jeunes (Veenstra et al., 2018). En classe, 
les élèves créent des normes sociales en modélisant, en renforçant ou en punissant certains 
comportements (Bukowski et al., 2007). Ainsi, ces normes peuvent jouer un rôle non seulement 
dans l’évolution des comportements antisociaux des jeunes, mais également dans l’association 
entre ces comportements et des symptômes dépressifs.  
 
L’objectif principal de cet essai doctoral était d’étudier le rôle des différents types de normes de 
classe sur la stabilité des comportements antisociaux des jeunes et sur l’association longitudinale 
entre les comportements antisociaux et les symptômes dépressifs. Un deuxième objectif de cet 
essai était d’examiner si l’effet modérateur des normes dans ces associations changeait en fonction 
de l’année scolaire ou du sexe des élèves. L'échantillon de l’étude est composé d’élèves de 4e à 6e 
année qui ont rempli des questionnaires à l’automne et au printemps d’une même année scolaire. 
Les normes descriptives ont été opérationnalisées comme la moyenne des comportements 
antisociaux au sein du groupe de sexe à l’intérieur de la classe, tandis que les normes de statut ont 
été opérationnalisées comme la corrélation entre le comportement antisocial et la préférence 
sociale au sein du groupe de sexe à l’intérieur de la classe. 
 
Les résultats de l’étude ont démontré que la stabilité des comportements antisociaux au niveau 
individuel était modérée par les normes descriptives plutôt que par les normes de statut lorsque les 
deux normes étaient incluses simultanément dans les analyses statistiques. Plus précisément, 
l’association entre les comportements antisociaux au début et à la fin de l’année scolaire était plus 
forte dans les classes où les normes descriptives étaient élevées (c.-à-d. où les comportements 
antisociaux étaient plus fréquents) comparativement aux classes avec des normes descriptives 
neutres ou faibles (c.-à-d. où la fréquence des comportements antisociaux se situait dans la 
moyenne ou en dessous de la moyenne, respectivement). Les résultats ont également démontré que 
les normes de statut, pour leur part, jouaient un rôle dans l’association entre le comportement 
antisocial initial et les symptômes dépressifs ultérieurs. Plus spécifiquement, les jeunes ayant plus 
de comportements antisociaux dans les classes avec des normes de statut défavorables (c.-à-d. une 
corrélation négative entre les comportements antisociaux et la préférence sociale) présentaient des 
symptômes dépressifs plus marqués à la fin de l’année. En revanche, l’association entre les 
comportements antisociaux et les symptômes dépressifs était non-significative dans les classes 
avec des normes neutres. En fait, cette association était même négative lorsque les normes étaient 
favorables (c.-à-d. une corrélation positive entre les comportements antisociaux et la préférence 
sociale), de sorte que les jeunes avec des comportements antisociaux au début de l’année 
présentaient moins de symptômes dépressifs à la fin de l’année. Ni le sexe ni le niveau scolaire ont 
modéré les associations susmentionnées. 
 
En conclusion, les résultats de cette étude suggèrent que dans les salles de classe, les normes 
descriptives et les normes de statut jouent des rôles importants, bien que distincts, dans 
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l’exacerbation des symptômes dépressifs et des comportements antisociaux des jeunes, mais 
également qu’elles peuvent atténuer ces mêmes résultats dans des contextes favorables. 
 
MOTS-CLÉS: comportements antisociaux, symptômes dépressifs, normes descriptives, normes 
de statut 
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SUMMARY 

 
Antisocial behavior in childhood can interfere with normal psychosocial development and is a 
significant risk factor for internalized mental health disorders, such as depressive symptoms 
(Capaldi & Stoolmiller, 1999; Fontaine et al., 2019; Wolff & Ollendick, 2006). Previous studies 
have shown that classrooms are important contexts for youth’s socio-emotional development 
(Veenstra et al., 2018). In classroom settings, social norms emerge from student behaviors, 
including modeling, reinforcement and punishment of classmates’ behaviors (Bukowski et al., 
2007). These norms may play a role not only in the development of youth’s antisocial behaviors, 
but also in the association between these behaviors and depressive symptoms.  
 
The main objective of this doctoral essay was to investigate the role of different types of classroom 
norms in the stability of youth's antisocial behaviour and in the longitudinal association between 
antisocial behaviour and depressive symptoms. A second objective of this essay was to examine 
whether these associations were moderated by grade or sex. The study sample was comprised of 
students in grades 4 through 6 who completed questionnaires in the fall and spring of the same 
school year. Descriptive norms were operationalized as the classroom- and sex-specific mean level 
of antisocial behavior, whereas status norms were operationalized as the classroom- and sex-
specific correlation between antisocial behavior and social preference. The results of the study 
showed that the stability of antisocial behavior at the individual level was moderated by descriptive 
norms rather than status norms when both norms were included simultaneously in the statistical 
analyses. Specifically, highly antisocial youth were more likely to show increases in antisocial 
behavior at the end of the year in classrooms with strong descriptive norms (i.e., antisocial 
behaviors were frequent) than in classrooms with neutral or weak descriptive norms (i.e., the 
frequency of antisocial behaviors was average or infrequent, respectively). The results also showed 
that status norms, for their part, played a role in the association between initial antisocial behavior 
and subsequent depressive symptoms. Specifically, antisocial youth were more likely to 
experience increased depressive symptoms at the end of the year in classrooms with unfavorable 
status norms (i.e., when antisocial behavior was associated with low social status) than in 
classrooms with neutral or favorable norms (i.e., when antisocial behavior was associated with 
high social status). No moderating effects of sex or grade were observed. 
 
In conclusion, the results of this study suggest that, in classroom settings, descriptive norms and 
status norms play important, albeit distinct, roles in exacerbating youth’s depressive symptoms 
and antisocial behaviors, but also that norms can mitigate these same outcomes in favorable 
contexts. 
 
KEYWORDS: Antisocial behavior, depressive symptoms, descriptive norms, status norms 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Antisocial behavior in childhood may interfere with normal development and constitutes an 

important risk factor for subsequent maladjustment, including later internalizing mental health 

problems such as depressive symptoms (Capaldi & Stoolmiller, 1999; Fontaine et al., 2019; Wolff 

& Ollendick, 2006). Prior work indicates that classrooms are salient contexts for youth’s 

behavioral and emotional development (Veenstra et al., 2018). Within classroom settings, students 

create social norms by modeling, reinforcing, or punishing specific behaviors and this has an 

incidence on youth’s socio-emotional adjustment (Bukowski et al., 2007; Veenstra & Lodder, 

2022). Classroom norms may thus play a significant role in the evolution of youth’s antisocial 

behaviors as well as in the link between antisocial behavior and depressive symptoms. This 

doctoral essay investigated the role of different classroom norms on the stability of youth’s 

antisocial behavior and on the longitudinal association between antisocial behavior and depression. 

The essay is structured into three chapters. The first chapter constitutes the general introduction 

and includes a review of the relevant literature and the general objectives of the study. The second 

chapter takes the form of a scientific article, which was published in Research on Child and 

Adolescent Psychopathology. The third chapter is a general discussion of the study’s findings, the 

clinical implications and leads for future research. 

 

1.1 Stability and Change of Antisocial Behavior 
 
The term antisocial behavior refers to behaviors that infringe upon the rights of others and that 

violate social rules (Loeber & Schmaling, 1985; Vuchinich et al., 1992). Antisocial behavior can 

include violent (e.g., fighting, kicking, pushing) as well as nonviolent (e.g., theft, cheating, 

vandalism) behaviors. In addition to being at risk for future maladjustment, youth exhibiting high 

rates of antisocial behavior in childhood and adolescence place a heavy toll on their entourage and 

their community (Timmermans et al., 2010). Indeed, these youth typically have fewer educational 

and employment opportunities (Odgers et al., 2008) and their antisocial behavior creates immense 

costs to society. Indeed, the cost to the Canadian government for each individual participating in 

antisocial behavior between the ages of 4 and 14 is estimated to be around half a million dollars 

(Craig et al., 2011). Other studies have even reported figures from 1.3 to 1.5 million dollars, 

indicating that the societal costs vary according to the severity and duration of the individuals’ 
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antisocial behavior (Cohen, 1998; Cohen & Piquero, 2009). Moreover, estimates of victimization 

costs (e.g., property damage, pain and suffering, and loss of quality of life) range between $89 

million to $110 million for a cohort of 503 boys between 7 and 17 years of age (Welsh et al., 2008). 

Given the high social and individual costs incurred by these individuals, antisocial behavior in 

childhood and adolescence remains a topic of major concern for researchers and practitioners.  

 

Aggressive forms of antisocial behavior typically peak in toddlerhood and steadily decline over 

the course of childhood for most youngsters, with the exception of a small percentage of youth 

who maintain high levels of these behaviors (Carroll et al., 2023). In contrast, nonviolent antisocial 

behaviors are relatively uncommon in early childhood, but begin to increase in frequency around 

10 to 11 years of age (Fortin, 2003; Tremblay, 2010). In adolescence, aggressive forms of 

antisocial behavior continue to descend for most teenagers, whereas nonviolent rule-breaking 

behaviors become increasingly more frequent, peaking in mid-adolescence (Carroll et al., 2023). 

Research indicates that the developmental trajectories for antisocial behaviors are similar for both 

boys and girls (Zahn-Waxler et al., 2008; Snyder et al., 2012). However, boys consistently exhibit 

higher mean levels of antisocial behavior compared to girls. Indeed, boys’ mean levels of antisocial 

behavior are approximately .25 standard deviations above those of girls across different data 

sources (Moffitt et al., 2001; Rhee & Waldman, 2002).  

 
While ample research has examined the stability of inter-individual differences in antisocial 

behavior, findings are not necessarily consistent across studies. In a classical review of 16 studies, 

Olweus (1979) reported that stability coefficients for boys’ antisocial behavior from early 

childhood through adolescence are high over relatively short intervals (test-retest r = .73 over a 3-

year interval) and decline only slightly as the length of the interval increases (r = .69 and .60 over 

5 and 10 years, respectively). A more recent meta-analysis of 39 studies found similar stability 

coefficients for antisocial behavior in childhood and adolescence (r = .75 over a 3-year interval) 

(Murray et al., 2018). However, another review of 60 studies reported a much more modest 

stability coefficient for antisocial behavior from childhood into late adolescence (r = .33) (Derzon, 

2001). A closer examination of individual studies highlights some variability of stability 

coefficients for antisocial behavior from one study to another. For example, over a one-year 

interval, stability coefficients for antisocial behavior range from .34 to .63 for boys and from .34 
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to .61 for girls between different studies (Klostermann et al., 2016; Schaeffer et al., 2003; van Lier 

& Koot, 2010). Over five-year intervals, coefficients range from .48 to .69 for boys and from .34 

to .66 for girls ranging from 5 to 14 years of age (Bartels et al., 2004; Cillessen & Mayeux, 2004; 

Ladd & Troop-Gordon, 2003).  

 
Different factors may account for the variability in the stability coefficients of antisocial behavior. 

Whereas prior work has suggested that the variability may be explained by an affiliation with 

deviant peers (Dishion et al., 1996; Snyder et al., 2012), some research points to the role of social 

norms in the stability of antisocial behavior. Indeed, the stability of children’s aggressive 

behavior–one dimension of general antisocial behavior–changes according to the prevalence and 

social acceptability of these behaviors in the classroom setting (Boxer et al., 2005; Frey et al., 

2017; Henry et al., 2000; Laninga-Wijnen et al., 2020). Thus, the variability in the stability 

coefficients reported above may also be attributed to the presence of social norms in classroom 

contexts.      

 
1.2 Depressive Symptoms  
 
The primary characteristic of depression in childhood involves a persistent depressed mood (i.e., 

sadness) or loss of interest in previously enjoyed activities. However, childhood depression may 

also present as irritability and can include cognitive symptoms, such as difficulty concentrating, 

as well as physical symptoms, including changes in appetite, fatigue or disrupted sleep patterns 

(Bennett et al., 2005; Stringaris et al., 2013; Zahn-Waxler et al., 2008). Whereas depressive 

disorders are rather infrequent in childhood, with prevalence rates estimated to be between 1% and 

2%, subclinical depression symptoms are much more common, affecting from 9% to 12% of 

children (Reinfjell et al., 2016; Wichstrøm et al., 2012). Importantly, the presence of depressive 

symptoms in childhood is a risk factor for subsequent depression disorders (i.e., at the clinical 

level) (Keenan et al., 2008). In childhood, sex differences in the prevalence of depressive 

symptoms vary between studies. Some results suggest higher rates of depression among boys 

(Wichstrøm et al., 2012), whereas others indicate no sex differences (Reinfjell et al., 2016). 

Depressive symptoms become more severe and frequent as children reach preadolescence (i.e., 12 

to 13 years of age) (Angold et al., 2002; Fernandez Castelao & Kröner-Herwig, 2013; Zahn-

Waxler et al., 2008). Then, a clear sex difference emerges around 13 to 14 years with girls being 
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two to three times more likely to experience depression symptoms than boys (Angold et al., 2002; 

Fernandez Castelao & Kröner-Herwig, 2013; Wade et al., 2002).  

 
1.3 The Social Failure Model 
 
The interplay between antisocial behaviors and interiorizing problems, such as depression 

symptoms, has sparked the interest of many researchers, as a number of studies have found 

important co-occurrence at both clinical and subclinical levels, with effect sizes ranging from .05 

to .43 (Defoe et al., 2013; Fanti et al., 2019; Fontaine et al., 2019; Klostermann et al., 2016; 

Timmermans et al., 2010; van Lier & Koot, 2010; Weeks et al., 2016; Wiesner, 2003). Patterson 

and colleagues (1991) developed the dual failure model to explain this co-occurrence. The dual 

failure model proposes that peer rejection and academic failure constitute two pathways through 

which early antisocial behavior leads to later internalizing symptoms. The academic failure 

component of this model has garnered mixed empirical support (Boutin et al., 2020; Evans & Fite, 

2018) and lies beyond the scope of this doctoral essay, which focuses on a detailed examination 

of the “social failure” pathway. Specifically, regarding the role social experiences, it is thought 

that early conduct problems lead to negative social interactions–such as social rejection–due to the 

disruptive and atypical nature of these behaviors. In turn, experiences of social rejection are 

believed to exacerbate psychosocial maladjustment, fostering not only the maintenance of 

antisocial behaviors over time but also the emergence of depressive symptoms (Bowker & Etkin, 

2014; Gooren et al., 2011; van Lier & Koot, 2010). 

 
Different theories have been proposed to explain why antisocial behaviors may increase following 

experiences of peer rejection. First, according to the deviancy-training hypothesis (Dishion et al., 

1996), antisocial youth who have been rejected by their peer group are more susceptible to 

associate with similarly antisocial peers (Dishion & Tipsord, 2011; Snyder et al., 2012). These 

affiliations may then lead to modeling and positive reinforcement for antisocial acts, thus 

increasing the probability of future participation in antisocial behavior (Dishion et al., 1996; 

Dishion & Tipsord, 2011; Snyder et al., 2012). Second, social-information processing theory 

(Dodge, 1986) contends that rejected youth are excluded from important social experiences and, 

as a result, develop social skills deficits and hostile attribution biases regarding peers’ motives. 

Negative biases in social cognition then lead them to engage in negative maladaptive behaviors 
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(Dodge et al., 2003). The psychobiological model of social rejection and depression (Slavich et 

al., 2010), for its part, illustrates the processes by which social rejection may lead to the 

development of depression symptoms. Specifically, this model asserts that the perception of social 

rejection provokes negative self-referential cognitions (e.g., “Others don’t like me”) and emotions 

(e.g., shame) and activates areas in the brain involved in the processing of negative affect (e.g., 

anterior insula). Perceived social rejection also has biological consequences linked to the 

development of depression (e.g., activation of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis) (Slavich et 

al., 2010).  

 
A number of studies have tested the mediation role of social rejection as proposed by the social 

failure model. Some found support for the mediating role of peer rejection in the link between 

initial and later antisocial behaviors (e.g., vandalism, physical aggression, rule breaking) for boys 

and girls in elementary school (i.e., 6 to 10 years of age) (Ladd & Troop-Gordon, 2003; Sturaro et 

al., 2011; van Lier & Koot, 2010). However, the reported indirect effect sizes are small (β = .03 to 

.05). When investigating this relationship, Pedersen and colleagues (2007) found that the purported 

mediating variable (i.e., peer rejection) was not associated with the outcome (i.e., antisocial 

behavior) and, thus, did not test for a mediating effect as the necessary criteria were not met (Baron 

& Kenny, 1986). When internalizing problems are examined as the outcome, results are also 

inconsistent. For instance, peer rejection completely mediated the association between conduct 

problems in kindergarten and depressive symptoms a year and a half later for both boys and girls 

in one study (β = .56) (Gooren et al., 2011). In contrast, other work examining this mediated 

relationship reported considerably more modest effect sizes. One study found a small indirect link 

between externalizing behaviors (i.e., conduct problems and opposition) in kindergarten and 

internalizing symptoms (i.e., depression and anxiety symptoms) in Grade 4, via peer rejection (β 

= .02) (van Lier & Koot, 2010). Similarly small mediating effects (β = .01) were observed by other 

scholars (Ladd & Troop-Gordon, 2003; Pedersen et al., 2007). Still others found no significant 

mediation effect of peer rejection in the link between initial externalizing behaviors and subsequent 

externalizing and internalizing problems among children and young adolescents (Kiesner et al., 

2002; Pedersen et al., 2007). Thus, although some support for the social failure model exists, the 

evidence is far from unequivocal.  
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The variability in these results may be explained by different factors. For instance, measures of 

externalizing behaviors range from a general measure of antisocial behavior (Gooren et al., 2011), 

to disturbing classroom behaviors (Kiesner et al., 2002), to delinquency (Pedersen et al., 2007), to 

conduct and opposition problems (van Lier & Koot, 2010). Moreover, raters of these different 

measures are inconsistent. In some studies, aggregated scores of multiple informants (e.g., parent 

and teacher reports; peer and teacher reports; self, peer and teacher reports) were used to obtain 

scores for externalizing and internalizing problems (Pedersen et al., 2007; Sturaro et al., 2011; van 

Lier & Koot, 2010; Kiesner et al., 2002), whereas others relied on teacher reports (Gooren et al, 

2011; Ladd & Troop-Gordon, 2003) or self-reports (Kiesner et al., 2002; Pedersen et al., 2007). 

Apart from such methodological differences, however, another factor yet to be considered is the 

role of contextual factors, such as social norms. Indeed, in contrast to the claims of the social 

failure model, antisocial behavior may not invariably lead to social rejection. Rather, different 

contexts have diverse social norms dictating whether a given behavior is socially acceptable or not 

(Henry et al., 2000; Veenstra et al., 2018; Vitaro et al., 2015). In other words, social norms may 

act as a moderating variable not only in the temporal stability of antisocial behavior but also in its 

link with subsequent depressive symptoms.  

 
1.4 Social Norms  
 
Social norms–which may be broadly defined as behavioral patterns and attitudes characterizing 

members of a group–emerge from individual-level attitudes, beliefs and behaviors, and influence 

them in return (Rubin et al., 2008; Veenstra et al., 2018). By mid-childhood, peers begin to play a 

more central role in children’s development and acceptance by the peer group becomes an 

important developmental goal (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2010; Rubin et al., 2008). This shift is 

emphasized by the large amount of time children spend with the same classmates throughout the 

school day (Dishion & Tipsord, 2011). As a result, classrooms are considered salient social 

contexts for the transmission of social norms among children (Bukowski et al., 2007; Rubin et al., 

2008). Social norms established by classmates may therefore be especially relevant for 

understanding the stability of antisocial behavior and its link with depressive symptoms in youth 

in late childhood and early adolescence.  

 
Theorists have described different types of norms, including descriptive norms and status norms 
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(i.e., norm salience, popularity norms, social prestige norms) (Henry et al., 2000; Peets et al., 2015; 

Veenstra et al., 2018). In their focus theory of normative conduct, Cialdini and colleagues (1991) 

were among the first to employ the term “descriptive norm” to characterize the prevailing behavior 

within a social context (i.e., what most group members do, or the perception thereof).  Descriptive 

norms are typically operationalized as the group-level mean of a given behavior (Veenstra et al., 

2018). On the other hand, status norms are operationalized as the correlation between the behavior 

of interest and social status, thus weighing the impact of individuals’ behavior according to their 

social position (Henry et al., 2000; Laninga-Wijnen et al., 2017; Veenstra et al., 2018).  

 
The operationalization of status norms–originally conceptualized as the association between a 

behavior and social acceptance and/or rejection–has evolved due to the influence of different 

research traditions. Whereas developmental and clinical researchers have traditionally 

operationalized social status in terms of liking, rejection or social preference scores (liking – 

rejection), sociological traditions have conceptualized social status as popularity scores 

(Vaillancourt & Hymel, 2006). As a result, the operationalization of status norms in the literature 

varies slightly from one study to another (Brendgen et al., 2015; Guimond et al., 2018; Henry et 

al., 2000; Laninga-Wijnen et al., 2017). Conceptualizing status norms with a measure of social 

preference–which captures the degree of association between a given behavior, on the one hand, 

and social acceptance versus rejection on a single unidimensional scale, on the other hand–may be 

particularly useful to examine the role of status norms in the framework of the social failure model. 

Prior work has shown that both descriptive and status norms for antisocial behavior vary 

considerably from one classroom to another (Guimond et al., 2018; Henry et al., 2000; Kellam et 

al., 1998; Mercer et al., 2009; Thomas et al., 2006) and explain interindividual differences in 

various behaviors (e.g., aggression, deviant behavior).  Indeed, several studies have reported main 

effects of status norms on youth’s aggressive behavior (Henry et al., 2000; Velàsquez et al., 2021). 

For instance, Henry and colleagues (2000) found that the positive correlation between aggression 

and rejection predicted decreased aggression scores at the end of the school year. Main effects of 

descriptive norms on children’s aggression have also been observed, such that high within-

classroom rates of aggression are associated with increased individual-level aggression (Boxer et 

al., 2005; Frey et al., 2017; Mercer et al., 2009; Thomas et al., 2011).  
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1.5 Classroom Norms as a Moderator in the Stability of Antisocial Behavior and its Link With 

Depressive Symptoms 

 
To recapitulate, the social failure model (Capaldi & Stoolmiller, 1999) contends that youth 

exhibiting high levels of antisocial behavior are subject to peer rejection, which leads to the 

maintenance of antisocial behavior and the development of depressive symptoms. However, 

evidence suggests that antisocial behavior is not invariably rejected, but rather is associated with 

peer rejection in some contexts (i.e., classrooms) and with peer acceptance in others (Brendgen et 

al., 2015; Vitaro et al., 2015). The degree of rejection (or acceptance) associated with antisocial 

behavior should thus serve as a moderator, not a mediator, in the stability of children’s antisocial 

behavior and the link of this behavior with depression. Based on the theoretical postulate of the 

social failure model (Capaldi & Stoolmiller, 1999), it may be inferred that antisocial youth may 

exhibit more antisocial behavior in classrooms with unfavorable status norms (i.e., when antisocial 

behavior is associated with low social status) due to their classroom-specific rejection experiences. 

Peer rejection deprives youth of normative socialization experiences and predicts hostile 

information processing (Dodge et al., 1986) and affiliation with deviant peers, which, in turn, may 

lead to modeling and reinforcement of antisocial behavior (Dishion & Tipsord, 2011; Vitaro et al., 

2007). In contrast, in classrooms with favorable status norms there is a positive association 

between antisocial behavior and high social status (Veenstra et al., 2018). Youth who enjoy high 

status are thus protected from experiences of peer rejection in these classroom settings, despite 

their negative behaviors. Quite the contrary, their classmates perceive them as powerful and 

socially influential (Lease, Musgrove & Axelrod, 2002) and tend to emulate their behavior in 

hopes of improving their own social position (Cohen & Prinstein, 2006; Juvonen & Ho, 2008; 

Rambaran et al., 2013). Under these circumstances, highly antisocial children should be motivated 

to at least maintain or perhaps even increase their behavior in order to solidify their high social 

status. In other words, highly antisocial youth should show either no change or a further increase 

in antisocial behavior in classrooms with high status norms. 

 
Prior work has provided some, albeit indirect evidence of a potential moderating role of status 

norms in the stability of antisocial behavior. For instance, one study found that preadolescents with 

aggressive friends were more likely to exhibit increased aggression in classrooms with favorable 
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status norms compared to classrooms with unfavorable norms (Laninga-Wijnen et al., 2017). 

Similarly, another study found that adolescents whose friends valued risk-taking (e.g., damaging 

objects, skipping school) adopted more risk-taking attitudes in classrooms with favorable status 

norms than in other classrooms (Rambaran et al., 2013). The evidence remains equivocal, 

however, as a recent study observed no significant moderating effects of status norms on the short-

term stability of physical, relational aggression or common aggression (i.e., a general measure of 

aggression excluding variance specific to physical or relational aggression and including only that 

which is common to both) (Correia et al., 2019). Nonetheless, controlling the overlap between the 

different aggression measures via the use of residuals may have precluded the detection of 

significant moderating effects of status norms.   

 
Conversely, social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) provides a solid theoretical basis for the 

potential effects of descriptive norms on the stability of students’ antisocial behavior. According 

to this theory, simple exposure to certain social behaviors leads to observation and imitation 

processes, which ultimately results in the acquisition of those behaviors. This process would be 

reflected in the main effects of descriptive norms previously mentioned. However, it is also 

possible that descriptive norms moderate the stability of antisocial behavior, as has been observed 

by at least one study. Boxer and colleagues (2005) reported that Grade 3 students with aggression 

scores higher than the classroom descriptive norm decreased in aggression, whereas those whose 

aggressive behavior was below the descriptive norm showed more aggression over the course of 

the school year. Indeed, in accordance with social learning theory (Bandura, 1977), youth engaging 

in antisocial behavior have more opportunities to observe and imitate antisocial behavior—and be 

positively reinforced for such behavior—in classrooms where such behaviors are frequent (i.e., 

strong descriptive norm). In contrast, in classrooms where antisocial behavior is infrequent (i.e., 

low descriptive norm), these youth may be more likely to be exposed to non-antisocial or pro-

social behaviors—such as collaboration and generosity—and may thus be more likely to replicate 

these types of behaviors.  

 
Nevertheless, the moderating role of status norms may be particularly relevant for children’s 

social-behavioral development. Indeed, when both norms are included simultaneously in the 

analyses, status norms—rather than descriptive norms—seem to shape individual-level behaviors 
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(Dijkstra & Gest, 2015; Laninga-Wijnen et al., 2017). In other words, children may be more likely 

to be influenced by behaviors associated with social status (i.e., status norm) than by the most 

prevalent behaviors (i.e., descriptive norm). Importantly, the above-mentioned studies are limited 

to different forms of aggression and risk-taking attitudes and do not specifically examine antisocial 

behavior, which encompasses both violent (i.e., aggression) and nonviolent rule-breaking 

behaviors (e.g., cheating, stealing). Thus, the role of norms in the stability of youth’s antisocial 

behavior in general remains to be studied.    

 
The role of social norms—both descriptive and status norms—in the association between 

antisocial behavior and subsequent depressive symptoms has yet to be examined. Nevertheless, 

according to Slavich’s psychobiological model of social rejection and depression (2010), social 

rejection results in negative cognitions and emotions, as well as biological consequences involved 

in the development of depressive symptoms. Furthermore, an extensive amount of research 

supports the link between social rejection and depression (Beeri & Lev-Weisel, 2011; Kirchner et 

al., 2022). It follows that, in classrooms where antisocial behavior is associated with social 

rejection at the beginning of the school year (i.e., low status norm), highly antisocial youth should 

increase in depressive symptoms at the end of the school year. On the other hand, highly antisocial 

youth in classrooms with high status norms would not be expected to report increased levels of 

depressive symptoms, as their high social standing protects them from experiences of peer 

rejection and thus acts as a buffer against the development of depression. 

 
1.6 Sex and Grade Differences 
 
Studies having examined sex differences in the stability of antisocial behavior and in its link with 

depressive symptoms in late childhood and early adolescence report conflicting results. Indeed, 

some studies indicate stronger stability coefficients of antisocial behavior among boys in early 

adolescence (Fanti et al., 2019; Klostermann et al., 2016), others among girls in childhood and 

adolescence (Cillessen & Mayeux, 2004) and yet others report no significant sex differences in the 

stability of antisocial behavior (Ladd, 2006; Ladd & Troop-Gordon, 2003; van Lier & Koot, 2010; 

Weeks et al., 2016). Similar inconsistencies are present in studies examining sex differences in the 

association between antisocial behavior and depressive symptoms in childhood and early 

adolescence. Indeed, some authors report finding no sex differences (Fontaine et al., 2019; van 
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Lier & Koot, 2010), while others have found that the strength of the association varies according 

to sex, with some reporting stronger effects for boys in early adolescence (Klostermann et al., 

2016) and others reporting more important effects for girls in childhood and adolescence (Fanti et 

al., 2019; Weeks et al., 2016).  Sex was thus included as a moderating variable in the present essay 

to address these inconsistencies in the literature and to examine if the moderating role of classroom 

norms on the association between initial antisocial behavior and subsequent depressive symptoms 

and the stability of antisocial behavior varies according to sex.  

 
Moreover, prior work has also demonstrated that the main effect of status norms on aggression is 

limited to older children (i.e., 12 years versus 9 years) (Henry et al., 2000), which is in line with 

research indicating that a high social standing among peers is a more salient developmental goal 

for older youth compared to younger children (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2010). Thus, grade was 

included as a potential moderating variable in this essay to test the hypothesis that the moderating 

effect especially of status norms would only be significant in upper grades, as older students are 

more attuned to social status processes and, thus, may be more likely to adjust their behaviors to 

improve their social standing than younger students. 

 
1.7 General Objectives of the Doctoral Essay 
  
The general objective of this doctoral essay was to address the limitations of the social failure 

model (Capaldi & Stoolmiller, 1999) in regard to the stability of antisocial behavior and its 

association with depressive symptoms. To this effect, we examined the potential moderating effect 

of status norms on the association between youth’s individual levels of antisocial behavior in the 

fall of the school year and depressive symptoms and antisocial behavior in the spring of the same 

year, while controlling for initial levels of these behaviors. The potential main and moderating 

effects of descriptive norms were also assessed within the same statistical models to test the 

hypothesis that status norms play a more central role in determining youth’s social experiences 

than descriptive norms. Potential moderating effects of sex and grade regarding these associations 

were also tested. These associations were examined in a sample of youth attending grades 4 

through 6. Late childhood and early adolescence are periods of particular interest when examining 

classroom norms, as youth of this age are highly attuned to social acceptance and rejection 
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processes (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2010) and spend the majority of their school day in the same 

classroom setting (Dishion & Tipsord, 2011). 
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Résumé 

 
Cette étude a examiné le rôle modérateur des normes descriptives et des normes de statut dans la 

stabilité des comportements antisociaux des jeunes, ainsi que le lien entre le comportement 

antisocial et le développement de symptômes dépressifs pendant une année scolaire, tout en 

contrôlant le niveau de base de dépression. Un total de 1081 élèves (51.06% filles, niveaux 4 à 6), 

issus de quartiers à statut socio-économique faible à moyen, ont rempli des questionnaires auto-

évalués et un inventaire de nomination par les pairs à l’automne et au printemps de la même année 

scolaire. Les normes descriptives ont été opérationnalisées comme le niveau moyen de 

comportement antisocial spécifique à la classe et au sexe. Les normes de statut ont été définies 

comme la corrélation entre le comportement antisocial et la préférence sociale spécifique à la 

classe et au sexe. Les résultats démontrent que les normes descriptives et les normes de statut 

modèrent l’association entre les comportements antisociaux au T1 et au T2. Ainsi, les jeunes 

manifestant des comportements antisociaux élevés ont montré une augmentation plus importante 

de ces comportements dans des classes où les normes descriptives favorisaient de tels 

comportements (c.-à-d. + 1 ET) comparativement aux classes avec des normes neutres ou faibles 

(c.-à-d. - 1 ET). Les normes de statut ont modéré l’association entre les comportements antisociaux 

au T1 et les symptômes dépressifs at T2. Les jeunes présentant des niveaux plus élevés de 

comportements antisociaux avaient davantage de symptômes dépressifs dans les classes où les 

normes de statut étaient défavorables comparativement aux classes avec des normes neutres ou 

favorables. Aucun effet modérateur du sexe ou du niveau scolaire n’a été observé. Ces résultats 

suggèrent que les deux types de normes jouent des rôles importants, mais distincts. Elles peuvent 

exacerber les symptômes de dépression et les comportements antisociaux chez les jeunes, mais 

elles peuvent également contribuer à atténuer ces mêmes facteurs dans des contextes favorables.  

 
MOTS-CLÉS: comportements antisociaux, symptômes dépressifs, normes descriptives, normes 
de statut 
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Abstract 

 
This study examined the moderating role of descriptive and status norms in the stability of youth’s 

antisocial behavior, and the link between initial antisocial behavior and the development of 

depressive symptoms over the course of one academic year, while controlling for initial depression 

levels. A total of 1081 students (51.06% girls; grades 4 through 6) in schools in low to average 

socio-economic status neighborhoods completed self-reports and a peer nomination inventory in 

the fall (T1) and spring (T2) of one year. Descriptive norms were operationalized as the classroom- 

and sex-specific mean level of antisocial behavior. Status norms were operationalized as the 

classroom- and sex-specific correlation between antisocial behavior and social preference. 

Descriptive norms moderated the link between T1 and T2 antisocial behavior, such that youth 

exhibiting high levels of antisocial behavior showed a greater increase in antisocial behavior in 

classrooms where descriptive norms strongly favored such behavior (i.e., + 1 SD) than in 

classrooms with neutral or weak descriptive norms (i.e., - 1 SD). Status norms moderated the 

association between T1 antisocial behavior and T2 depressive symptoms, such that youth with 

high levels of antisocial behavior had higher depressive symptoms in classrooms where status 

norms disfavored antisocial behavior than in classrooms with neutral or favorable norms. No 

moderating effects of sex or grade were observed. These results suggest that both descriptive 

norms and status norms play important, albeit distinct, roles in exacerbating youth’s depressive 

symptoms and antisocial behavior, but they may also mitigate these same outcomes in favorable 

contexts. 

 
Key words: Antisocial behavior, depressive symptoms, classroom norms 
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Introduction 

 
Antisocial behavior in childhood, which includes violent (e.g., aggression) and nonviolent 

acts (e.g., theft) that infringe upon the rights of others, is an important risk factor for future 

psychosocial maladjustment, including depressive symptoms (Capaldi & Stoolmiller, 1999). 

Although uncommon in early childhood, antisocial behavior increases in frequency around 10 to 

11 years of age and peaks in mid-adolescence for both sexes (Tremblay, 2010). Despite following 

similar trajectories, boys exhibit higher mean levels of antisocial behavior than girls (Rhee & 

Waldman, 2002). While antisocial behavior seems to be relatively persistent over time, stability 

estimates nevertheless vary significantly across studies. For instance, test-retest correlations of 

antisocial behavior over a one-year interval have been found to range from .34 to .64 for boys and 

.34 to .61 for girls (Klostermann et al., 2016; van Lier & Koot, 2010). Sex differences in the 

stability of antisocial behavior are also variable, with some studies reporting stronger stability 

coefficients among boys (Fanti et al., 2019; Klostermann et al., 2016), others among girls 

(Cillessen & Mayeux, 2004), whereas still others found no sex differences (Ladd, 2006; Ladd & 

Troop-Gordon, 2003; van Lier & Koot, 2010; Weeks et al., 2016). Although such variations in 

test-retest correlations may in part be explained by factors such as age or individual differences in 

affiliation with deviant peers (Dishion & Tipsord, 2011; Snyder et al., 2012), some research points 

to the role of social norms in the stability of antisocial behavior. Indeed, prior work has 

demonstrated that the stability of aggression–a dimension of antisocial behavior–is moderated by 

classroom norms (Frey et al., 2017; Laninga-Wijnen et al., 2017). However, it is unknown whether 

classroom norms also play a moderating role in the association between antisocial behavior and 

depressive symptomology. As depressive symptoms in childhood are a risk factor for future mental 

illness (Reinfjell et al., 2016), understanding the role of classroom norms in the development of 

depressive symptoms among youth with high levels of antisocial behavior may contribute to the 

development of preventive intervention programs. 

 
The Social Failure Model 
 

Ample research has documented the co-occurrence between antisocial behavior and 

depressive symptoms (Fanti et al., 2019; Klostermann et al., 2016). This association is observed 

in both sexes, although it has sometimes been found to be stronger in boys (Klostermann et al., 
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2016) or in girls (Fanti et al., 2019, Weeks et al., 2016), while other researchers reported no sex 

differences (Fontaine et al., 2019). To explain the positive correlation between these two 

seemingly opposing difficulties, Capaldi and Stoolmiller (1999) developed the social failure 

model, postulating that early antisocial behavior may lead to adverse social experiences (e.g., peer 

rejection) due to the disruptive nature of antisocial behavior. In turn, rejection may not only foster 

the maintenance of antisocial behavior but also the development of depressive symptoms (Bowker 

& Etkin, 2014; Gooren et al., 2011). This mediation model has been tested in several studies with 

varying results. Some studies found that peer rejection was a significant mediator in the stability 

of antisocial behavior (e.g., physical aggression, rule breaking) for both sexes between 6 and 10 

years of age (Ladd & Troop-Gordon, 2003; Sturaro et al., 2011; van Lier & Koot, 2010). However, 

at least one study reported that rejection was not correlated with later antisocial behavior and thus 

did not test the mediation model, as mediation criteria were not met (Pedersen et al., 2007). There 

are similar disparities between studies examining depressive symptoms as the outcome: whereas 

one study found a complete mediation of rejection in the association between antisocial behavior 

and depressive symptoms for both sexes at 5 – 6 years of age (Gooren et al., 2011), other reported 

small (Ladd & Troop-Gordon, 2003; van Lier & Koot, 2010) or insignificant mediating effects 

(Kiesner, 2002; Pedersen et al., 2007).  

 
Methodological differences may partly explain these divergent results. For instance, the 

operationalization of antisocial behavior varies between studies, ranging from a general measure 

of antisocial behavior (Gooren et al., 2011), to disturbing classroom behaviors (Kiesner et al., 

2002), delinquency (Pedersen et al., 2007) or conduct problems (van Lier & Koot, 2010). 

However, contextual factors, such as social norms, may also be at play. Indeed, contrary to the 

postulate of the social failure model (Capaldi & Stoolmiller, 1999), antisocial behavior may not 

invariably lead to rejection. Rather, the rejection of such behavior depends upon contextual factors 

like social norms (Henry et al., 2000; Vitaro et al., 2015). Social norms may thus act as a 

moderating variable of the stability of antisocial behavior, as well as its link with depressive 

symptoms. 

 
Social Norms  
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Social norms may be broadly defined as behavioral patterns and attitudes characterizing 

group members, which emerge from individual-level attitudes, beliefs and behaviors (Veenstra et 

al., 2018). Norms within classrooms are of particular interest when examining youth’s 

psychosocial development, as acceptance by peers becomes an important developmental goal by 

mid-childhood (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2010). Thus, classroom norms may be especially relevant 

for understanding the stability of antisocial behavior and its link with depressive symptoms in 

middle-to-late childhood.  

 
Several types of norms are identified in the literature, including descriptive norms and 

status norms (which are sometimes also referred to as norm salience, popularity norms or social 

prestige norms). Descriptive norms reflect average levels of a behavior, or the perception thereof, 

whereas status norms reflect the link between behavior and social standing (or status) among peers 

(Veenstra et al., 2018). The operationalization of status norms–originally conceptualized as the 

association between a behavior and acceptance (or rejection)–has evolved due to the influence of 

different research traditions (Henry et al., 2000). Whereas developmental researchers tend to 

conceptualize social status in terms of acceptance, rejection or social preference (i.e., acceptance 

minus rejection scores), sociological traditions typically conceptualize it in terms of popularity 

(Vaillancourt & Hymel, 2006). Prior work has found that both descriptive and status norms for 

antisocial behavior vary significantly between classes and that both play a role in explaining inter-

individual differences in various behaviors (e.g., aggression, deviant behavior) (Busching & 

Krahé, 2018; Correia et al., 2022). Indeed, several studies have reported main effects of status 

norms on youth’s aggressive behavior (Henry et al., 2000; Velàsquez et al., 2021). For instance, 

Henry and colleagues (2000) found that the positive correlation between aggression and rejection 

predicted decreased aggression scores at the end of the school year. Main effects of descriptive 

norms on children’s aggression have also been observed, such that high within-classroom rates of 

aggression are associated with increased individual-level aggression (Boxer et al., 2005; Frey et 

al., 2017; Mercer et al., 2009; Thomas et al., 2011).  

 
Classroom Norms as a Moderator in the Stability of Antisocial Behavior 
 

Based on the theoretical postulate of the social failure model (Capaldi & Stoolmiller, 1999), 

it may be inferred that youth high in antisocial behavior at the beginning of the school year may 
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show increased antisocial behavior in classrooms with unfavorable status norms (i.e., when 

aggression is associated with low social status) due to their classroom-specific rejection 

experiences. Peer rejection deprives youth of normative socialization experiences and predicts 

hostile information processing (Dodge et al., 1990) and affiliation with deviant peers, which, in 

turn, may lead to modeling and reinforcement of antisocial behavior (Dishion & Tipsord, 2011; 

Vitaro et al., 2007).  In contrast, in classrooms with favorable status norms (i.e., when aggression 

is associated with high social status), antisocial youngsters are perceived as socially influential and 

powerful (Lease et al., 2002) and are thus protected from peer rejection (Cohen & Prinstein, 2006; 

Juvonen & Ho, 2008; Rambaran et al., 2013). In such contexts, youth may be motivated to 

maintain–and perhaps even further increase–the frequency of their antisocial behavior to solidify 

their social standing. In other words, youth with high levels of antisocial behavior in classrooms 

with favorable status norms should show either no change or a further increase in antisocial 

behavior over the course of the school year. 

 
Prior work has provided some, albeit indirect evidence of a potential moderating role of 

status norms in the stability of antisocial behavior. For instance, one study found that youth with 

aggressive friends were more likely to exhibit increased aggression in classrooms with favorable 

status norms compared to classrooms with unfavorable norms (Laninga-Wijnen et al., 2017). 

Similarly, another study found that adolescents whose friends valued risk-taking (e.g., damaging 

objects, skipping school) adopted more risk-taking attitudes in classrooms with favorable status 

norms than in other classrooms (Rambaran et al., 2013). The evidence remains equivocal, 

however, as a recent study observed no significant moderating effects of status norms on the short-

term stability of physical, relational aggression or common aggression (i.e., a general measure of 

aggression excluding variance specific to physical or relational aggression and including only that 

which is common to both) (Correia et al., 2022). Nonetheless, controlling the overlap between the 

different aggression measures via the use of residuals may have precluded the detection of 

significant moderating effects of status norms.  

 
Conversely, social learning theory (Bandura, 1973) provides a solid theoretical basis for 

the potential effects of descriptive norms on the stability of students’ antisocial behavior. 

According to this theory, simple exposure to certain social behaviors leads to observation and 
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imitation processes, which ultimately results in the acquisition of those behaviors. This process 

would be reflected in the main effects of descriptive norms previously mentioned. However, it is 

also possible that descriptive norms moderate the stability of antisocial behavior, as has been 

observed by at least one study. Boxer and colleagues (2005) reported that Grade 3 students with 

aggression scores higher than the classroom descriptive norm decreased in aggression, whereas 

those whose aggressive behavior was below the descriptive norm showed more aggression over 

the course of the school year.  Indeed, in accordance with social learning theory (Bandura, 1973), 

youth engaging in antisocial behavior have more opportunities to observe and imitate antisocial 

behavior—and be positively reinforced for such behavior—in classrooms where such behaviors 

are frequent (i.e., strong descriptive norm). In contrast, in classrooms where antisocial behavior is 

infrequent (i.e., low descriptive norm), these youth may be more likely to be exposed to non-

antisocial or pro-social behaviors—such as collaboration and generosity—and may thus be more 

likely to replicate these types of behaviors. 

 
Nevertheless, the moderating role of status norms may be particularly relevant for 

children’s social-behavioral development. Indeed, when both norms are included simultaneously 

in the analyses, status norms—rather than descriptive norms—seem to shape individual-level 

behaviors (Dijkstra & Gest, 2015; Laninga-Wijnen et al., 2017). In other words, children may be 

more likely to be influenced by behaviors associated with social status (i.e., status norm) than by 

the most prevalent behaviors (i.e., descriptive norm). Importantly, the above-mentioned studies 

are limited to different forms of aggression and risk-taking attitudes and do not specifically 

examine antisocial behavior, which encompasses both violent (i.e., aggression) and nonviolent 

rule-breaking behaviors (e.g., cheating, stealing). Thus, the role of norms in the stability of youth’s 

antisocial behavior in general remains to be studied.    

 
Classroom Norms as a Moderator in the Link Between Antisocial Behavior and Depressive 

Symptoms 

 
Perhaps even more importantly, no study has yet examined the potential moderating role 

of norms in the association between antisocial behavior and depressive symptoms. Nevertheless, 

extensive research has documented that peer rejection is associated with a heightened risk for 

depressive symptoms (Brendgen et al., 2005; Kiesner et al., 2002). For instance, Kiesner (2002) 
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found that young adolescents’ social preference scores (acceptance – rejection scores) predicted 

depressive symptoms the following year, while controlling for initial depression levels. According 

to the psychobiological model of social rejection and depression (Slavich et al., 2010), biological 

processes underlie the link between rejection and depressive symptoms such that rejection 

activates cerebral regions involved in the processing of negative affect (e.g., shame) and self-

referential cognitions (e.g., “I have no self-worth”). The activation of these regions stimulates the 

hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal and sympathetic-adrenal-medullary axes, ultimately resulting in 

increased cortical production and sustained inflammation, thus rendering the individual vulnerable 

for depression. It follows that youth exhibiting antisocial behavior should experience more 

depressive symptoms in classrooms with unfavorable status norms due to their classroom-specific 

rejection experiences. In contrast, when status norms are favorable, antisocial youth are unlikely 

to report more depressive symptoms, as their high social standing ought to protect them from peer 

rejection, thus acting as a buffer against the development of depressive symptoms. To the best of 

our knowledge, no study has investigated the potential moderating role of descriptive norms in the 

development of depressive symptoms among youth high in antisocial behavior. Moreover, no 

theoretical framework currently exists to support the notion that the frequency of antisocial 

behavior at the group level might act on the development of depressive symptoms among these 

youth. Therefore, it seems unlikely that descriptive norms moderate the association between 

antisocial behavior and depressive symptoms.  

 
The Present Study 
 

The general objective of this study was to explore the role of classroom norms in the 

stability of antisocial behavior and the development of depressive symptoms in elementary 

students over the course of one academic year. To this end, we examined the potential moderating 

effects of status norms and descriptive norms on the association between antisocial behavior in the 

fall and depressive symptoms and antisocial behavior in the spring, while controlling for the initial 

levels of these behaviors. Regarding the specific role of status norms, we hypothesized that youth 

with higher levels of antisocial behavior in the fall would show either no change in antisocial 

behavior from fall to spring or report a slight increase in antisocial behavior to maintain their 

elevated social position in classrooms with favorable status norms. However, their depressive 

symptoms should remain unchanged or even decrease in those same classrooms. In classrooms 
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with unfavorable status norms, we expected that–in line with the social failure model–youth high 

in antisocial behavior would increase in antisocial behavior in the spring due to their classroom-

specific rejection status. In the same context, highly antisocial students should also manifest more 

depressive symptoms. Operationalizing status norms with a measure of social preference may be 

particularly appropriate in the framework of the social failure model (Capaldi & Stoolmiller, 

1999), as the measure captures the degree of the association between the behavior, on the one hand, 

and social acceptance versus rejection on a unidimensional scale, on the other hand. Moreover, 

employing sex-specific classroom norms may be important to understand the role of classroom 

norms especially in the link between youth’s antisocial behavior and depression outcomes, as 

antisocial behavior is more frequent and typically more socially acceptable among boys (Cillessen 

& Malleux, 2004), whereas–starting at the end of middle childhood–depression levels are 

generally higher in girls (Salk et al., 2017). A single norms index would fail to capture this nuance. 

 
Regarding the effects of descriptive norms, we first hypothesized that classroom 

descriptive norms may have a main effect on students’ antisocial behavior, such that strong within-

classroom descriptive norms in the fall would predict more frequent antisocial behavior in the 

spring of the same year due to social learning processes such as observation and imitation. We also 

hypothesized that descriptive norms might play a moderating role in the stability of elementary 

students’ antisocial behavior over the course of the school year. Specifically, youth who already 

display high levels of antisocial behavior in the fall should show even higher levels of antisocial 

behavior in the spring in classrooms with strong descriptive norms, as they might be especially 

susceptible to social learning–including vicarious reinforcement–of such behavior. We did not 

expect descriptive norms to play a role in the development of depressive symptoms among youth 

high in antisocial behavior, however. Finally, we expected the effects of status norms to be stronger 

than the effects of descriptive norms in the stability of antisocial behavior. 

 
Another goal of this study was to examine potential moderating effects of children’s sex. 

As mentioned previously, studies that examined sex differences in the stability of antisocial 

behavior or its association with depressive symptoms have reported conflicting results. Given these 

inconsistencies, no specific hypotheses concerning potential moderating effects of sex were 

proposed in this study. Rather, sex was included as a putative moderating variable in an exploratory 
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manner to examine whether the moderating effect of status norms on the stability of antisocial 

behavior and its link with depressive symptoms differs according to sex.  A last objective was to 

examine whether the potential moderating effects of norms vary by grade level. Indeed, prior work 

has shown that the main effect of status norms on aggression is limited to older children (i.e., 12 

years versus 9 years) (Henry et al., 2000), which is in line with research indicating that a high 

social standing among peers is a more salient developmental goal for older youth compared to 

younger children (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2010). Thus, grade was included as a potential 

moderating variable to test the hypothesis that the moderating effect especially of status norms 

would only be significant in upper grades, as older students are more attuned to social status 

processes and, thus, may be more likely to adjust their behaviors to improve their social standing 

than younger students. 

 
Method 

 
Participants 
 

The study sample was comprised of 1802 fourth through sixth graders (890 boys, 8 to 13 

years, M = 10.26, SD = 1.03) in 69 classrooms situated within 23 elementary schools. Students 

were placed in new classrooms at the beginning of the school year.  After consent was obtained 

from the school board ethics committee, the school board furnished the research team with a list 

of schools that could be contacted to participate in the present study. These schools were contacted 

directly by the research team to verify the school administrations’ interest and to obtain their 

consent to participate. Following that, teachers could choose whether they would set aside time for 

their students to participate in the study or not. No incentives were offered to schools, teachers or 

students for their participation. According to school board records from the time of data collection, 

participating schools were situated in low to average socio-economic status neighborhoods in a 

large Canadian city. According to school board records at the time of testing, 54% of the student 

population from which the sample was obtained, both parents were born in Canada, while 27% 

reported having at least one immigrant parent and 19% of students were born in another country. 

Students of immigrant descent originated from the Caribbean (18.0%), North Africa (4.7%), 

Central America (4.4%), South America (3.3%), Middle East (2.9%), Southern Europe (2.8%) and 
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Southeast Asia (2.2%). One third (33%) of students’ mother tongue was neither English nor 

French, and 24% spoke neither French nor English at home.   

 
Data collections took place in the fall (T1) and spring (T2) of the same school year. Written 

consent forms were sent to parents via the students who had to bring the signed document back to 

their teacher in order to participate in the study. In addition to their parents’ active written consent, 

students had to provide their active verbal assent to the research assistants to be eligible for 

participation. Students who did not obtain parental consent (or provide verbal assent) could remain 

in the classroom and do alternative activities while their classmates filled out the questionnaires. 

As suggested by Cillessen and Marks (2011), only classrooms in which active informed consent 

by parents and verbal assent by participants was obtained for at least 75% of students at both data 

collections were included in the study to ensure the validity of the peer nomination data. Moreover, 

for the purposes of this study, only classrooms with at least 50% of students having completed at 

least 50% of the items for antisocial behavior were considered for participation. A total of 6 classes 

(N = 166 individual students) did not meet these criteria and were subsequently excluded from all 

analyses. Additionally, among the classrooms satisfying these validity criteria, 555 students had 

no antisocial behavior data and, for this reason, were excluded from this study. Thus, a subsample 

of 1081 students (529 boys; 8 to 13 years, M = 10.33, SD = 1.00) in 63 classrooms and 23 schools 

was retained from the original study sample. Classrooms excluded due to lacking valid antisocial 

behavior data at both data collections were in lower grades (t = 8.86, p < .001) compared to the 

retained sample. From the latter, a total of 3.4 % of data points were missing, mostly due to missing 

data for antisocial behavior: 14.5% and 7.6% of data for antisocial behavior were missing at T1 

and T2, respectively. Results from Little’s missing completely at random (MCAR) test indicated 

that data in this subsample were likely not missing completely at random (χ2(38) = 138.42 p < 

.000). Analyses with logistic regressions on missing and non-missing values for antisocial 

behavior with sex, age, grade, social preference and depression included as predictors identified 

grade as a significant predictor of missingness of T1 antisocial behavior (b = -1.32 (.20), p < .001). 

More specifically, children in grades 4 and 5 were much more likely to have missing antisocial 

behavior scores at T1 than those in grade 6 (Grade 4: b = 4.24, p < .001, OR = 69.14 (95% CI: 

15.05, 317.66); Grade 5: b = 31.28, p < .001, OR = 31.28 (95% CI: 7.35, 133.15). There were no 

significant predictors of missingness of antisocial behavior at T2. Because missingness for 
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antisocial behavior is due to a predictable reason, (i.e., grade), missing values may be considered 

missing at random (MAR) and this predictor was included as an auxiliary variable in the main 

analyses to adjust estimated model parameters to accurately reflect the original population values 

(Little et al., 2014). Missing data were imputed with multiple imputations of 100 data sets using 

IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 27) software.  

 
Furthermore, sensitivity analyses were run on a subset, which excluded 24 classrooms that 

failed to meet validity criteria for antisocial behavior at only one of the two data collections (18 

classrooms at T1 and 6 classrooms at T2), in addition to the 6 classes previously excluded, to test 

the robustness of the results. Within the remaining 39 classrooms satisfying validity criteria at both 

T1 and T2, 309 students had no antisocial behavior data and were also excluded from sensitivity 

analyses (N = 702; 48.4% boys; M = 10.62, SD = .04 years; 39 classes; 22 schools). As with the 

previous subset, t-test analyses showed that classrooms excluded due to lack of valid antisocial 

behavior data at T1 and T2 for the purposes of sensitivity analyses tended to be in lower grades (t 

= 25.58, p < .001) than the retained sample. 

 
Procedure 
 

Data were collected during school hours during two separate periods of 50 minutes at each 

data collection (a total of 200 minutes). Research assistants read instructions to the participants 

and remained in the classrooms with the teacher to provide clarification if necessary. Participants 

filled out the questionnaires on paper forms with pencils and they were reminded not to discuss 

their responses with other students.  

 
Measures 
 
Antisocial Behavior. Students completed 8 items measuring general antisocial behavior drawn 

from the Self-Reported Delinquency Questionnaire (LeBlanc, 1994) to assess the frequency of 

antisocial behavior over the course of the current school year. Students had to specify the frequency 

of their behavior according to a four-point rating scale: never, one or two times, several times, or 

very often). Examples of items measuring antisocial behavior are “Over the course of this school 

year, did you intentionally break another person’s belongings” and “Over the course of this school 

year, did you cheat during an exam”. The mean score of these eight items was used to construct a 
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measure of general antisocial behavior at T1 and T2. Cronbach’s alphas for antisocial behavior at 

T1 and T2 were .80 and .81, respectively (T1 antisocial behavior: M = 1.15, SD = .31, Min = 1.00, 

Max = 4.00, Skew = 4.03, Kurtosis = 21.27; T2 antisocial behavior: M = 1.19, SD = .36, Min = 

1.00, Max = 4.00, Skew = 3.59, Kurtosis = 17.11). Due to elevated skewness and kurtosis, 

univariate outliers were winsorized when necessary so that values above the 99 percentile were 

brought within that interval and square root transformations were performed (T1 antisocial 

behavior following winsorization and transformations: M = .23, SD = .30, Min = .00, Max = 1.27, 

Skew = 1.25, Kurtosis = 1.19; T2 antisocial behavior following winsorization and transformations: 

M = .27, SD = .32, Min = .00, Max = 1.27, Skew = 1.06, Kurtosis = .57.) 

 
Depressive Symptoms. Depressive symptoms were measured at T1 and T2 via the Peer Evaluation 

Inventory (Pekarik et al., 1976). Each student was given a list with their classmates’ names and 

asked to nominate up to four classmates who best corresponded to the behavioral description: 

“Those who are unhappy or sad”. Depressive symptoms scores were calculated by summing the 

number of nominations for the item and then z-standardizing that score within the classroom (T1: 

M = 0.00, SD = 0.97, Min = -1.41, Max = 4.31, Skew = 1.77, Kurtosis = 3.14; T2: M = 0.00, SD = 

0.97, Min = -1.30, Max = 4.16, Skew = 1.79, Kurtosis = 2.85).  

 
Social Preference. Individual-level social preference scores were used to operationalize status 

norms. Students nominated up to four classmates (regardless of sex) with whom they like to play 

the least (rejection nominations) and up to four classmates with whom they like to play the most 

(acceptance nominations) (Coie et al., 1982). The number of acceptance nominations was summed 

for each individual to create a Liked-Most score, which was then z-standardized within the 

classroom to account for differences in class sizes. Similarly, the number of rejection nominations 

was totaled for each student and z-standardized within the classroom, generating a Liked-Least 

score. Following the procedure outlined by Coie and colleagues (1982), social preference scores 

were calculated by subtracting students’ Liked-Least scores from their Liked-Most scores, which 

was also z-standardized within the classroom. High social preference scores indicate greater peer 

acceptance and low scores indicate greater peer rejection. Pearson correlations between acceptance 

and rejection nominations at T1 and T2 were r = -.327, p < .001 and r = -.308, p < .001, 

respectively.  
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Descriptive Norms. Descriptive norms were defined as the prevalence of antisocial behavior 

within classrooms and operationalized as the within-classroom sex-specific mean score of 

students’ T1 antisocial behavior (Veenstra et al., 2018). Descriptive norms ranged from .00 to .58 

for boys (M = 0.30, SD = 0.13) and from 0.00 to 0.49 for girls (M = 0.16, SD = 0.09). 

 
Status Norms. Following the procedure used in prior studies (Guimond et al., 2018), status norms 

were calculated as the sex-specific within-classroom correlation between students’ T1 antisocial 

behavior scores and their T1 social preference scores. Thus, favorable status norms were 

represented by a positive correlation between T1 antisocial behavior scores and T1 social 

preferences scores, whereas unfavorable status norms were represented by a negative correlation. 

Within-classroom correlations between antisocial behavior and social preference scores ranged 

from -0.98 to 0.55 for boys (M = -0.19 SD = 0.39) and from -0.95 to 1.00 for girls (M = -0.13, SD 

= 0.45). Pearson’s correlation between descriptive norms and status norms was small but 

significant (r = -0.065, p = 0.035). 

 
Analyses 
 

Multilevel linear regressions using Linear Mixed Models were performed with the 

Statistical Package for the IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 27) software. Multilevel models were 

used due to the nesting of students within classrooms, as the assumption of independence in group 

variance estimates is violated in such contexts. Moreover, our study design suggested a three-level 

structure of the data: children (level 1) nested within classrooms (level 2) and classrooms nested 

within schools (level 3). Moreover, maximum likelihood estimation with robust estimation 

methods were used to generate unbiased standard error estimates and significance values (Maas & 

Hox, 2005) and to permit model comparison with log-likelihood values (Field, 2018). 

 
To examine the role of classroom norms in the stability of antisocial behavior over the 

course of the school year as well as its association with depressive symptoms at the end of the 

school year, separate sets of analyses were performed with antisocial behavior at T2 and depressive 

symptoms at T2, controlling for their respective levels at T1. Thus, four sets of analyses were 

computed: one set predicting T2 antisocial behavior, another set predicting T2 depression and two 
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additional sets of sensitivity analyses (described below) with the same outcomes. Following 

unconditional models (required to validate the need for multilevel modeling), models were 

estimated for two levels: the student (level 1) nested within the classroom (level 2). The school 

level (level 3) was dropped from analyses because the results showed that it did not explain a 

significant amount of variance. The first model for all analyses included main effects of level 1 

variables (i.e., sex, grade, T1 antisocial behavior, depressive symptoms). In model 2, main effects 

of level 2 variables (i.e., descriptive norms and status norms) were added. In model 3, two-way 

interactions between T1 antisocial behavior and classroom norms (i.e., “T1 antisocial behavior * 

status norms” and “T1 antisocial behavior * descriptive norms”) were introduced. Then, in model 

4, two-way interactions with sex and grade (T1 antisocial behavior * sex, descriptive norms * sex, 

status norms * sex as well as T1 antisocial behavior * grade, descriptive norms * grade, status 

norms * grade) were tested in separate series of analyses (model 4 A and model 4 B). Finally, in 

model 5, three-way interactions with sex and grade were included (T1 antisocial behavior * 

descriptive norms * sex, T1 antisocial behavior * status norms * sex, T1 antisocial behavior * 

descriptive norms * grade, T1 antisocial behavior * status norms * grade), again in separate series 

of analyses (model 5 A and model 5 B). Significant interactions were decomposed using simple 

slopes at high (+1 SD) and low (-1 SD) levels of the moderators. The main and moderating effects 

of status norms and descriptive norms were included in the same statistical models to test the 

hypothesis that, when these norms are examined simultaneously, status norms rather than 

descriptive norms should play a role in these youth’s socio-emotional experiences. All variables, 

except sex and grade, were z-standardized across the whole sample prior to analyses to facilitate 

interpretation of the results. Effect sizes were interpreted using guidelines as established by Cohen 

(1988). 

 
Results 

 
Preliminary Analyses 
 

Bivariate correlations between level one variables are presented in Table 1. Among boys 

and girls, T1 antisocial behavior was positively and moderately correlated with T2 antisocial 

behavior. There was also a high positive correlation between depressive symptoms at T1 and T2 

for both sexes. Moreover, among girls only, there was a small positive correlation between 
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antisocial behavior and depressive symptoms at T1 and T2. There were, however, no significant 

sex differences regarding these correlations. Grade level was not significantly correlated with 

antisocial behavior or depressive symptoms. 

 
Main Analyses 
 

Results of the multilevel linear regressions predicting T2 antisocial behavior are presented 

in Table 2. The unconditional model showed that individual differences accounted for 98.84% (p 

< .000) of the variation in students’ T2 antisocial behavior, whereas only 1.08% of the variation 

in students’ T2 antisocial behavior was due to differences between classrooms. In model 1, sex 

(being a girl) was associated with lower levels of T2 antisocial behavior (b = -.28, SE = .06, p < 

.001) (i.e., a small effect size). Additionally, T1 antisocial behavior was significantly and 

positively associated with T2 antisocial behavior, indicating moderate stability of antisocial 

behavior over the course of one school year (b = .46, SE = .03 p < .000), that is, a medium effect 

size. No other main effects emerged as significant. In model 2, group-level variables were 

introduced to examine potential main effects of descriptive and status norms, but both were 

nonsignificant. In model 3, two-way interactions between T1 antisocial behavior and both types 

of classroom norms were added. The interaction with status norms was nonsignificant, whereas an 

interaction between T1 antisocial behavior and descriptive norms emerged as significant (b = .08, 

SE = .03, p = .006). Post-hoc probing of this interaction revealed that the positive association 

between T1 and T2 antisocial behavior was stronger in classrooms with high descriptive norms 

(+1 SD) (b = .49, SE = .04, p < .000) than in classrooms with average (b = .41, SE = .03, p < .000) 

or low norms (-1 SD) (b = .32, SE = .05, p < .001). These effect sizes, although variable, remained 

in the medium range. Two-way and three-way interactions with sex and grade were added in 

models 4 and 5, respectively. However, these additions did not improve model fit and were not 

significant. Therefore, we present the most parsimonious model, which excluded any two-way and 

three-way sex or grade interactions. 

 
Results from multilevel linear regressions predicting T2 depressive symptoms are presented 

in Table 3. The unconditional model showed that 94.27% (p < .001) of the variation in students’ 

T2 depressive symptoms were explained by individual differences (level 1) and 5.73% could be 

attributed to differences between classrooms. In model 1, sex (being a girl) and higher levels of 
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T1 depressive symptoms were significantly associated with higher T2 depressive symptoms (b = 

.17, SE = .05, p = .002 and b = .52, SE = .03, p < .000, respectively) (i.e., effect sizes were small 

for sex and large for T1 depressive symptoms). No significant main effects of grade or T1 

antisocial behavior were found. In model 2, the main effects of status norms and descriptive norms 

were added but were not significant. Next, two-way interactions between T1 antisocial behavior 

and descriptive norms and status norms, respectively, were included in model 3. The interaction 

between T1 antisocial behavior and descriptive norms was nonsignificant, whereas the two-way 

interaction between T1 antisocial behavior and status norms emerged as significant (b = -.13, SE 

= .03, p < .001). The decomposition of this interaction revealed a small, positive association 

between T1 antisocial behavior and depressive symptoms at T2 when status norms were 

unfavorable (-1 SD) (b = .15, SE = .04, p < .001). However, there was a small, negative association 

between T1 antisocial behavior and T2 depressive symptoms in classrooms with favorable status 

norms (+ 1 SD) (b = -.11, SE = .05, p = .018). In classrooms with neutral norms, antisocial behavior 

was not significantly associated with T2 depressive symptoms (b = .02, SE = .03, p = .586). The 

addition of two-way interactions with sex in model 4 significantly improved model fit, but because 

no specific interactions with sex emerged as significant, the more parsimonious model (i.e., model 

3) was chosen. The addition of two-way interactions with grade, as well as three-way interactions 

with sex and grade did not significantly improve model fit and none of the interactions emerged 

as significant. 

 
Sensitivity Analyses 
 
 The results of the sensitivity analyses regarding the association between T1 and T2 

antisocial behavior (following the exclusion of classes and students missing valid antisocial 

behavior data at both T1 and T2) were similar to those observed in the original analyses, with only 

very slight differences in effect sizes. In model 1, sex (being a girl) and T1 antisocial behavior 

were significantly associated with T2 antisocial behavior (b = -.27, SE = .07, p < .001, and b = .46, 

SE = .04, p < .000, respectively). The interaction between T1 antisocial behavior and descriptive 

norms was also significant (b = .12, SE = .04, p < .001). The breakdown of this interaction showed 

that the association between T1 antisocial behavior and T2 antisocial behavior was much stronger 

in classrooms with high descriptive norms (b = .51, SE = .04, p < .000), compared to classrooms 

with average (b = .39, SE = .04, p < .000) or low norms (b = .27, SE = .06, p < .001). 
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The results of the sensitivity analyses regarding the association between T1 antisocial 

behavior and T2 depressive symptoms also yielded similar patterns as those in the original sample, 

with only minor differences in effect size. In model 1, sex and T1 depressive symptoms continued 

to be significantly associated with T2 depressive symptoms (b = .14, SE = .06, p = .028 and b = 

.54, SE = .03, p < .000, respectively). The interaction between T1 antisocial behavior and status 

norms remained significant (b = -.08, SE = .04, p = .022). Post-hoc probing using simple slopes 

showed that the association between T1 antisocial behavior and T2 depressive symptoms was 

nonsignificant when norms were neutral (b = -0.00, SE = .04, p = .962). However, T1 antisocial 

behavior was negatively associated with T2 depressive symptoms when status norms were highly 

favorable (at + 2 SD; b = -.16, SE = .08, p = .044) and positively associated with T2 depressive 

symptoms when status norms were highly unfavorable (at - 2 SD; b = .16, SE = .08, p = .042). 

 
Discussion 

 
The first objective of the present study was to examine the potential moderating effects of 

classroom status norms and descriptive norms on the stability of youth’s antisocial behavior over 

the course of one academic year. The second goal was to examine whether status norms or 

descriptive norms moderate the association between initial antisocial behavior and later depressive 

symptoms. The third objective was to examine potential moderating effects of sex and grade on 

these associations.  

 
 The results showed that descriptive, but not status norms moderated the stability of 

antisocial behavior over the course of the year when both norms were included simultaneously in 

the analyses. Specifically, youth exhibiting high levels of antisocial behavior were more likely to 

show increased antisocial behavior in classrooms with strong descriptive norms than in classrooms 

with average or weak descriptive norms. These findings are contrary to the notion that social 

rejection leads these youth to maintain and even increase their antisocial behavior, as posited by 

the social failure model (Capaldi & Stoolmiller, 1999). Rather, the present findings highlight the 

potential role of social information processing and social learning theories in antisocial behaviors 

and provide support for the notion that “violence is contagious” (Bandura, 1973; Huesmann, 
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2018). First, according to social information processing theory (Huesmann, 2018), aggressive 

individuals have a larger repertoire of aggressive scripts (i.e., programs for behavior learned in 

early development) and, for this reason, are more likely to retrieve aggressive scripts when 

confronted with a social problem. This may explain why youth high in antisocial behavior were 

especially susceptible to potential influence by high mean levels (i.e., a high prevalence) of 

antisocial behavior in their classrooms. Secondly, social learning theory (Bandura, 1973) 

maintains that observation and imitation processes are partly responsible for the acquisition of 

social behavior—a proposition backed by ample empirical evidence (Akers & Jennings, 2015). 

Naturally, in classrooms with high mean levels of antisocial behavior, there are more opportunities 

for the observation and imitation of these behaviors. Indeed, several studies have found that high 

within-classroom mean levels of deviant and aggressive behavior predict increases in those 

behaviors (Busching & Krahé, 2018; Frey et al., 2017; Guerra et al., 2003; Thomas et al., 2011), 

while other studies have demonstrated moderating effects of descriptive norms such that 

individuals’ aggression increased in highly aggressive classrooms (Kellam et al., 1998). In 

classrooms with low mean levels of antisocial behavior, students may be more likely to model 

alternative, non-antisocial behaviors, such as collaboration and generosity. All students—

including those high in antisocial behavior at the beginning of the school year—thus have more 

opportunities to observe (and imitate) prosocial behaviors in these classrooms. Importantly, like 

antisocial behavior, such prosocial behaviors have also been shown to be contagious (Fowler & 

Christakis, 2010) and prior work has demonstrated that mean class levels of prosocial behavior 

predict less antisocial behavior at the individual level over time (Hofmann & Müller, 2018). 

Interestingly, descriptive rather than status norms played a role in the stability of antisocial 

behavior when both norms were examined simultaneously within statistical models. These 

findings suggest that—at least among elementary-level students—the frequency of exposure to 

antisocial behavior plays a more prominent role in the stability of antisocial behavior than the 

social standing of the modeling agent. Thus, descriptive norms (i.e., the prevalence of a behavior) 

should not be overlooked when examining group-level processes in classroom settings, especially 

in regard to the stability of antisocial behavior. It bears mention, however, that status norms and 

descriptive norms were presumed to operate independently, although a small, but significant 

correlation was observed between the two norms. It may be that these two norms interact, such 
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that the predictive power of status norms increases when descriptive norms are high (or low). 

While this question was beyond the scope of this study, future research should clarify this question.  

 
Regarding this study’s second objective, results showed that status norms moderated the 

association between initial antisocial behavior and later depressive symptoms. As expected, youth 

with high levels of antisocial behavior in classrooms with unfavorable status norms showed 

increased depressive symptoms at the end of the year. In contrast, the association between initial 

antisocial behavior and later depressive symptoms was insignificant in classrooms with neutral 

status norms and even negative in classrooms with favorable status norms, such that youth with 

high initial levels of antisocial behavior showed fewer depressive symptoms at the end of the year. 

These findings provide some nuance to the social failure model (Capaldi & Stoolmiller, 1999), 

which proposes that antisocial behavior in childhood leads to adverse social experiences, namely 

social rejection, which in turn leads to depressive symptoms. Indeed, the present results suggest 

that, despite their disruptive behavior, youth high in antisocial behavior are not invariably rejected 

and thus do not systematically develop depressive symptoms. The fact that youth with high initial 

levels of antisocial behavior demonstrated fewer depressive symptoms at the end of the year in 

classrooms where antisocial behavior was linked to high social preference (i.e., a favorable status 

norm) supports the notion that social acceptance may act as a protective factor against the 

development of depression. This is in line with prior work showing that improved peer acceptance 

may be partially responsible for reduced levels of emotional difficulties among youth with 

behavioral and emotional difficulties (Menting et al., 2015). Throughout late childhood and 

adolescence, acceptance and belonging are important developmental goals and, according to 

sociometer theory (Leary & Baumeister, 2000), peer acceptance fosters higher levels of self-

esteem which, in turn, predicts psychological well-being (Henriksen et al., 2017; In-Albon et al., 

2017). The current findings provide further evidence that rejection is the vessel through which 

youths’ early antisocial behavior may lead to more depressive symptoms, but also illustrate that 

the association between antisocial behavior and social rejection is context dependent. Indeed, in 

some classrooms, youth exhibiting high levels of antisocial behavior may even enjoy privileged 

social status (e.g., high social acceptance) and hence benefit from better emotional adjustment than 

their peers.  
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The observed associations were not moderated by sex. The lack of sex moderation is in 

line with most previous studies on the role of descriptive norms in the stability of youth’s 

aggressive behavior (Busching & Krahé, 2018; Rohlf et al., 2016; but see Kellam et al., 1998, for 

contrasting results). Differences in study design may be responsible for these diverging results: 

Kellam and colleagues (1998) examined the effects of descriptive norms over the course of a six-

year period, whereas other research, including the present study, looked at these questions over a 

much shorter timeframe. It may be that descriptive norms play a role in girls’ and boys’ antisocial 

behavior and aggressive behavior in the immediate course, but that–as suggested by Kellam and 

colleagues (1998)–this effect gradually dissipates over longer intervals for girls, but not boys, 

giving way to other sources of influence. Regardless, the question of sex differences in the 

moderating effects of descriptive norms on individual-level antisocial behavior warrants further 

investigation. Also, while no previous study examined the moderating effects of descriptive or 

status classroom norms on the association between antisocial behavior and depressive symptoms, 

the lack of sex moderation in the present study is not entirely surprising. Indeed, prior work 

exploring the mediating link of peer rejection in the antisocial behavior-depression association also 

found these associations to be sex-invariant (Gooren et al., 2011; Ladd & Troop-Gordon, 2003; 

van Lier & Koot, 2010). Thus, our results support the evidence suggesting that antisocial girls and 

boys are similarly susceptible to the negative effects of peer rejection within classroom settings 

but go further to suggest that both sexes also benefit similarly from the positive effects of peer 

acceptance.  

 
Grade was also not a significant moderator of the temporal stability of antisocial behavior 

or the link between antisocial behavior and depressive symptoms and the moderating effects of 

social norms in this regard. This concords with a previous study where grade did not moderate the 

main effect of descriptive norms on elementary students’ aggression (Frey et al., 2017). 

Elementary students exhibiting high levels of antisocial behavior may be susceptible to their 

classroom-specific observation and imitation processes involved in the development and 

maintenance of antisocial behavior, regardless of grade level. The lack of grade moderation in 

these associations seems to contrast with the notion that high social standing may be a more salient 

developmental goal for older youth compared to younger children (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2010). 

However, extensive research examining the association between peer rejection and depression, or 
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internalizing symptoms, has found that this link holds true throughout late childhood and into 

adolescence (Prinstein et al., 2018; Rubin et al., 2008). That work, in conjunction with the present 

findings, suggests that highly antisocial children and adolescents are susceptible to developing 

depressive symptoms when experiencing classroom-specific peer rejection, regardless of their 

grade level.   

 
Strengths and Limitations 
 

This study has a number of strengths. One is the use of a short-term longitudinal design 

with a large sample of elementary-level students to ascertain the role of classroom norms in the 

development of individual-level behaviors over the course of the school year. The assessment of 

two types of social norms to examine the role of group-level processes on individual-level 

behaviors is an additional strength, because this allowed for testing of the unique effects of these 

norms on different psychosocial associations. Another asset of the present study is the use of self-

reports for antisocial behavior and of peer ratings for depressive symptoms, thus avoiding inflated 

associations due to shared method variance.  

 
Our study also has certain limitations. First, antisocial behavior was operationalized as a 

general measure, yet prior studies have shown that antisocial behavior is comprised of violent and 

non-violent behaviors (Burt, 2012). Thus, future research should seek to examine the differential 

role of classroom norms in the development of violent and non-violent antisocial behavior and its 

link with depressive symptoms. Secondly, depressive symptoms were measured with a single peer-

nominated item. While single-item measures are often as valid and reliable as their multi-item 

counterparts (Ahmad et al., 2014), they may not capture the complexity of youth’s depressive 

symptoms. Thus, future studies should use a multi-item scale to measure youth’s depressive 

symptoms and should also seek to include a self-report measure, given that depressive symptoms 

are first and foremost based on an individuals’ experience. Additionally, while the present study 

did compare two types of norms, injunctive norms (i.e., how one “ought” to behave in a social 

context) (Henry et al., 2000) were not assessed. However, injunctive norms may be especially 

pertinent when examining the stability of antisocial behavior. Future studies should include 

injunctive norms to compare the relative effects of the different norms simultaneously and ensure 

a more accurate representation of these group-level processes. Future research should also 
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investigate whether results may be generalized to adolescents, as antisocial behavior peaks in mid 

to late adolescence (Tremblay, 2010) and depressive symptoms are more frequent in that age group 

(Fernandez Castelao & Kröner-Herwig, 2013). Finally, our study sample was mostly comprised 

of students of Canadian descent (or with at least one parent of Canadian descent). However, 

extensive research has shown that classroom norms play a role in students’ socio-emotional 

adjustment and behavioral outcomes in different countries with diverse cultural traditions (Chang, 

2004; Laninga-Wijnen et al., 2017; Veenstra et al., 2018). Thus, our findings may generalize to 

other cultural contexts in different countries, but replication studies are needed to verify this 

possibility.  

 
Conclusion 
 

Despite these limitations, the results from the present study offer new insight into the role 

of classroom descriptive norms in the stability of antisocial behavior as well as the role of status 

norms in the development of depressive symptoms among youth engaging in high levels of 

antisocial behavior. These youth showed higher stability of antisocial behavior in classrooms with 

strong descriptive norms than in classrooms with average or low descriptive norms. On the other 

hand, status norms play a role in the development of depressive symptoms among youth 

participating in antisocial behavior. These students experience more depressive symptoms in 

classrooms with unfavorable status norms but are protected from the development of depressive 

symptoms in classrooms with neutral and favorable status norms. From a theoretical perspective, 

these findings highlight the role of social learning theory (Bandura, 1973) in the stability of 

antisocial behavior among elementary students and suggest that it is important to consider 

descriptive norms when examining the stability of youth’s antisocial behavior in future studies. 

Moreover, the findings from this study show that–contrary to the theoretical underpinnings of the 

social failure model–the development of depressive symptoms among youth high in antisocial 

behavior is context dependant. Given that classroom norms play a role in these youth’s behavioral 

and emotional adjustment, classrooms may be optimal contexts for interventions seeking to reduce 

the frequency of antisocial behavior among elementary students, which should then contribute to 

improved socio-emotional adjustment.  
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Table 2.1 
Bivariate Correlations Between Individual-Level Variables for Boys and Girls 
Variables 1 2 3 4 5 
1. Grade -  -.07 -.06 -.01 -.01 
2. Antisocial Behavior T1 -.05 -      .42** .05 -.06 
3. Antisocial Behavior T2 -.06     .61** - -.02 -.04 
4. Depressive Symptoms T1 .06    .17** .16** -      .58** 
5. Depressive Symptoms T2 .04    .28** .16**     .53** - 

 
Note. Results for boys are presented in the above diagonal and results for girls in the lower diagonal. 
* p < .05, ** p < .01 
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Table 2.2 
Multilevel Regression Analyses Predicting T2 Antisocial Behavior 
Model Parameter Estimate 

(SE) 
p 95% CI Lower, Upper 

0 Log Likelihood = 2833.68    
1 Log Likelihood = 2087.73 

χ2 Change (df Change) = 745.95 (3)** 
   

 Sex 
Grade 
T1 Antisocial Behavior 

-.28 (.06) 
.00 (.04) 
.45 (.03) 

<.001 
.980 
.000 

[-.39, -.17] 
[-.07, .07] 
[.39, .51] 

2 Log Likelihood = 2043.54 
χ2 Change (df Change) = 44.19 (2)** 

   

 Sex 
Grade  
T1 Antisocial Behavior 
Descriptive Norm  
Status Norm 

-.26 (.07) 
.00 (.03) 
.44 (.03) 
.02 (.04) 
-.01 (.03) 

<.001 
.939 
.000 
.662 
.716 

[-.40, -.12] 
[-.07, .08] 
[.37, .51] 
[-.06, .09] 
[-.07, .05] 

3 Log Likelihood = 2028.64 
χ2Change (df Change) = 14.90 (2)** 

   

 Sex 
Grade 
T1 Antisocial Behavior 
Descriptive Norm  
Status Norm 
T1 Antisocial Behavior * Descriptive Norm 
T1 Antisocial Behavior * Status Norm 

-.27 (.07) 
.00 (.04) 
.40 (.04) 
.02 (.04) 
-.01 (.03) 
.08 (.03) 
-.04 (.03) 

<.001 
.925 
.000 
.702 
.662 
.006 
.185 

[-.41, -.13] 
[-.07, .08] 
[.33, .47] 
[-.06, .09] 
[-.08, .05] 
[.02, .14] 
[-.11, .02] 

 
Note. Log Likelihood is used to compare model fit. Higher values indicate poorer model fit (Field, 2018). 
Antisocial behavior scores and norm values are z-standardized.  
** p < .01, * p < .05 
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Table 2.3 
Multilevel Regression Analyses Predicting T2 Depressive Symptoms 
Model Parameter Estimate 

(SE) 
p 95% CI  

Lower, Upper 
0 Log Likelihood = 2959.52    
1 Log Likelihood = 2183.97 

χ2 Change (df Change) = 775.55 (4)** 
   

 Sex 
Grade 
T1 Depressive Symptoms 
T1 Antisocial Behavior 

.17 (.05) 
-.00 (.03) 
.52 (.03) 
.04 (.03) 

.002 

.971 

.000 

.204 

[.06, .27] 
[-.06, .06] 
[.47, .57] 
[-.02, .09] 

2 Log Likelihood = 2153.45 
χ2 Change (df Change) = 30.52 (2)** 

   

 Sex 
Grade 
T1 Depressive Symptoms 
T1 Antisocial Behavior 
Descriptive Norm 
Status Norm 

.15 (.06) 
-.01 (.03) 
.52 (.03) 
.04 (.03) 
-.02 (.03) 
.03 (.03) 

.018 

.809 

.000 

.170 

.636 

.989 

[.03, .27] 
[-.07, .06] 
[.47, .57] 
[-.02, .10] 
[-.08, .05] 
[-.03, .08] 

3 Log Likelihood = 2126.99 
χ2 Change (df Change) = 26.46 (2)** 

   

 Sex 
Grade 
T1 Depressive Symptoms 
T1 Antisocial Behavior 
Descriptive Norm 
Status Norm 
T1 Antisocial Behavior * Descriptive Norm 
T1 Antisocial Behavior * Status Norm 

.16 (06) 
-.01 (.03) 
.51 (.03) 
.02 (.03) 
-.00 (.03) 
.02 (.03) 
-.01 (.03) 
-.13 (.03) 

.011 

.861 

.000 

.586 

.936 

.442 

.772 
<.001 

[.04, .28] 
[-.07, .06] 
[.46, .56] 
[-.05, .08] 
[-.07, .06] 
[-.03, .07] 
[-.05, .06] 
[-.18, -.07] 

 
Note. Log Likelihood is used to compare model fit. Higher values indicate poorer model fit (Field, 2018). 
Antisocial behavior, depressive symptoms and norm values are z-standardized.  
** p < .01, * p < .05 
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CHAPTER III 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
This doctoral essay aimed to examine the relative roles of within-classroom descriptive norms and 

status norms in the stability of elementary students’ antisocial behavior and its association with 

depressive symptoms over the course of one school year. This chapter briefly reviews the results 

and then discusses the different themes addressed in the study, including the stability of antisocial 

behavior, its link with depressive symptoms, the role of classroom norms in these associations and 

how our findings concord with different theoretical models, including the social failure model 

(Capaldi & Stoolmiller, 1999), and related empirical findings. The chapter also addresses the 

study’s strengths and limitations. Finally, the chapter abords the clinical implications of the 

findings and avenues for future research.  

 
3.1 Summary and Discussion of Results 
 
Capaldi and Stoolmiller (1999) proposed the social failure model to explain the relatively high 

stability of antisocial behavior over time and the frequent comorbidity between antisocial behavior 

and depressive symptoms. Briefly, the social failure model (Capaldi & Stoolmiller, 1999) theorizes 

that the moderately high stability of antisocial behavior and its co-occurrence with depressive 

symptoms is due to a cascade of events. Specifically, problematic behavior in childhood is believed 

to lead to social rejection which, in turn, exacerbates psychosocial maladjustment by fostering the 

maintenance of externalizing behaviors and the development of internalizing problems (Bowker 

& Etkin, 2014; Gooren et al., 2011). Yet, multiple studies examining the mediating effects of social 

rejection on the stability of different externalizing behaviors (including antisocial behavior) and 

their link with depressive symptoms report varying effect sizes (Gooren et al., 2011; Kiesner et 

al., 2002; Ladd & Troop-Gordon, 2003; Pedersen et al., 2007; Sturaro et al., 2011; van Lier & 

Koot, 2010). While age differences and differences in methodology may explain some of this 

variation, our study investigated whether this variability might be partly attributed to context-

specific social norms reflecting the level of social acceptability or the prevalence of antisocial 

behavior (Veenstra et al., 2018).  
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We hypothesized that youngsters exhibiting higher levels of antisocial behavior in the fall would 

increase in antisocial behavior and depressive symptoms—in line with the social failure model— 

but only in classrooms with unfavorable status norms (i.e., when antisocial behavior was 

associated with low social status). In contrast, youth high in antisocial behavior were expected to 

maintain the same level of antisocial behavior or show a slight increase in classrooms with 

favorable classroom norms (i.e., when antisocial behavior was associated with high social status). 

We also expected no increase—or even a decrease—in antisocial youngsters’ depressive 

symptoms in such a classroom context. Regarding the effects of descriptive norms, we 

hypothesized that youth high in antisocial behavior at the beginning of the school year would 

engage in even more antisocial behavior at the end of the year in classrooms with strong descriptive 

norms (i.e., in classrooms where antisocial acts are highly frequent).  We did not expect descriptive 

norms to play a role in antisocial youth’s depressive symptoms, however, and we hypothesized 

that the effects of status norms would be stronger than the effects of descriptive norms in the 

stability of antisocial behavior, as suggested by prior research. Given that results regarding sex 

differences in the stability of antisocial behavior and its link with depressive symptoms have been 

highly variable across previous studies, we did not propose any specific hypotheses in this regard. 

However, we expected that grade level would moderate these associations, as older students are 

more attuned to social status processes (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2010) and may therefore be more 

likely to adjust their behaviors to improve their social standing than younger students.  

 
The stability coefficient for antisocial behavior over the course of one school year was moderate 

(b = .46) in our study, which is comparable to the coefficients ranging from .34 to .64 found in the 

literature (Klostermann et al., 2016; van Lier & Koot, 2010). Whereas some studies have reported 

a significant bivariate association between externalizing behaviors and internalizing symptoms, 

this association was insignificant in our study (that is, when contextual factors were not taken into 

consideration). However, as hypothesized, these associations varied depending on classroom 

norms for antisocial behavior. In light of these findings, it appears that the varying effect sizes 

reported by different studies examining the mediating effects of rejection on the link between 

externalizing behaviors and depressive symptoms (Gooren et al., 2011; Kiesner et al., 2002; Ladd 

& Troop-Gordon, 2003; Pedersen et al., 2007; Sturaro et al., 2011; van Lier & Koot, 2010) may 
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be partly attributed to the presence of variations in classroom-specific social norms.  In accordance 

with the social norm literature, our results showed that classrooms are salient social contexts where 

group-level processes (i.e., social norms) may influence behaviors at the individual level. 

Specifically, descriptive norms moderated the stability of antisocial behavior such that the link 

between T1 and T2 antisocial behavior was stronger in classrooms with strong descriptive norms 

than in classrooms with neutral or weak norms. In addition, the link between antisocial behavior 

and depressive symptoms was moderated by status norms, such that initial antisocial behavior was 

positively associated with later depressive symptoms when status norms were unfavorable of 

antisocial behavior, but negatively associated with depressive symptoms when norms were 

favorable. These associations did not vary across grade or sex. 

 
3.1.1 The Role of Social Norms in the Development and Stability of Antisocial Behavior 
 
Contrary to our hypotheses, descriptive norms alone moderated the stability of antisocial behavior 

when both types of norms were included simultaneously in the statistical models. These findings 

are contrary to the theoretical underpinnings of the social failure model, which posits that negative 

social experiences, like peer rejection, lead to the maintenance or increase of antisocial behaviors. 

Instead, in accordance with Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (1973), our results suggest that 

frequent exposure to antisocial acts plays a more prominent role in the stability of elementary 

students’ antisocial behavior than does the social acceptance or rejection associated with that 

behavior. In classrooms where antisocial acts occur frequently, students have more opportunities 

to observe and imitate those behaviors, resulting in their maintenance over time. However, our 

finding that antisocial behavior showed most temporal stability in classrooms where antisocial 

behavior was most frequent may also reflect possible gene-environment interaction processes (that 

is, an interaction between personal, heritable characteristics and exposure to varying degrees of 

peers’ antisocial behavior). Such potential gene-environment processes are detailed in the 

following paragraphs. 

 
Extensive research has examined the developmental course of antisocial behavior throughout the 

life span. A meta-review of 105 studies (Jennings & Reingle, 2012) found that among those 

systematically documented were the developmental trajectories as classified by Moffit’s 

Developmental Taxonomy of Delinquency (Moffit, 1993, 2006): a non-antisocial group, an 
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adolescence-limited group and a persistent-high group. Importantly, genetic factors have been 

found to play an important role in the development of antisocial behavior (Ferguson, 2010). 

Specifically, while genetic factors account for around 29% of the variance (ranging from 23% to 

35%) in the probability of following an adolescence-limited trajectory, they are particularly 

important for explaining a persistent-high trajectory of antisocial behavior, accounting for 50% of 

the variance on average (ranging from 31% to 70%) (Barnes et al., 2011, Zheng and Cleveland, 

2015). What’s more, a recent study (Brendgen et al., submitted) found that the genetic disposition 

for a persistent-high trajectory is most likely to be expressed if youth are exposed to highly 

antisocial friends. These results concord with those from the present study that the stability of high 

antisocial behavior over time is especially strong in classrooms where many students engage in 

such behavior.  

 
However, the results from our study also showed that antisocial behavior remained stable, albeit 

at a more moderate level, even when descriptive classroom norms were weak (i.e., when very few 

students engaged in such behavior). Interestingly, the Brendgen et al. study (submitted) found that 

youth with a genetic vulnerability following a persistent high antisocial trajectory do not need to 

be exposed to maladaptive peer influence to express their genetic disposition, as genetic effects 

were still strong in the absence of antisocial friends. In other words, youth with a disposition for 

high antisocial behavior are likely to follow their developmental trajectory even in the presence of 

attenuating factors in their social environment, like non-antisocial friends or low exposure to 

antisocial behavior in their classroom. Indeed, it is possible that youth with a disposition for 

engaging in more moderate levels of antisocial behavior may be the most amenable to 

environmental influences, including their peers’ deviant behavior. To test this notion, Vitaro and 

colleagues (1997) utilized a sample of boys from low socio-economic backgrounds to investigate 

the predictive effect of friend’s disruptive behaviors (e.g., aggressiveness and opposition) on 

changes in youth’s self-reported delinquency from ages 11 and 12 years (averaged) to age 13 years. 

The results showed that youth classified by their teachers as “highly disruptive” (i.e., above .75 

SD) at 11 and 12 years of age continued to exhibit high levels of delinquency from ages 11/12 to 

age 13, irrespective of their friends’ aggressive-disruptive behaviors. Initially “moderately 

conforming” (between -.75 SD and the mean) or “highly conforming” (below -75 SD) boys were 

similarly unaffected by their friends’ level of aggressive-disruptive behaviors. In contrast, boys 
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who were initially “moderately disruptive” (between the mean and +75 SD) and who had 

aggressive-disturbing friends subsequently showed more delinquent behaviors by age 13 than 

other initially moderately disruptive boys. Indeed, initially “moderately disruptive” boys with 

aggressive-disruptive friends engaged in the same levels of delinquency by 13 years of age as the 

initially “highly disruptive” group. These findings suggest that youth who engage in moderate 

levels of antisocial behavior may be more susceptible to peer influence than both highly antisocial 

and non-antisocial youth. Testing the idea of a curvilinear interaction between youth’s own 

antisocial behavior and their peers’ level of antisocial behavior (i.e, descriptive classroom norms 

in the context of our study) would have required the inclusion of a quadratic term for antisocial 

behavior at T1 and would also have required that all interactions be tested with that term as well. 

Such a test would likely also have required a greater variance of antisocial behavior than what was 

observed in our normative population sample. Nevertheless, future studies should consider 

investigating whether descriptive norms that favor antisocial behavior may foster the development 

of antisociality in youth with moderate previous levels of such behavior. 

 
3.1.2 The Role of Social Norms in the Link Between Antisocial Behavior and Depressive 
Symptoms  
 
In accordance with our hypotheses, status norms–rather than descriptive norms–moderated the link 

between antisocial behavior and depressive symptoms. Antisocial youth were susceptible to 

developing depressive symptoms when they were rejected by their classmates, which is not only 

coherent with the social failure model (Capaldi & Stoolmiller, 1999) but also with the 

psychobiological model of social rejection and depression (Slavich et al., 2010). Briefly, the latter 

proposes that the link between social rejection and depressive symptoms is due to individuals’ 

awareness of their rejection, which leads to negative self-referential cognitions and emotions. 

Perceived social rejection activates regions of the brain involved in processing negative affect (i.e., 

the anterior insula and the dorsal anterior cingulate cortex) (Lieberman & Eisenberger, 2009). 

Moreover, the perception of social rejection has been found to trigger a biological stress response 

via the activation of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis (i.e., the system that regulates cortisol 

levels in the body) (Dickerson & Kemeny 2004). Through this pathway, perceived social rejection 

activates the immune system, thus initiating processes that promote inflammation (e.g., elevated 

levels of pro-inflammatory cytokines) (Miller et al., 2009). In turn, pro-inflammatory cytokines 
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send signals to the central nervous system to engage in “sickness behaviors” (e.g., anhedonia, 

fatigue, psychomotor slowing), thus replicating the physical symptoms commonly observed in 

major depressive episodes.   

 
While our above-mentioned finding is in line with expectations, a perhaps more notable result 

concerns the fact that—when status norms were favorable of antisocial behavior (i.e., antisocial 

students were socially accepted)—a high level of antisocial behavior predicted a decrease in 

depressive symptoms at the end of the school year. Thus, contrary to the theoretical postulate of 

the social failure model, antisocial youth do not systematically experience social rejection (and, in 

turn, develop depressive symptoms). Rather, antisocial youth enjoy high social acceptance in some 

contexts despite their problematic behaviors and their high social status seems to act as a protective 

factor against the development of depression symptoms. The considerable variability of the social 

acceptability of antisocial behavior across different classrooms might be attributed to diverse 

factors, including youth’s personal characteristics, teachers’ behaviors and attitudes towards 

antisocial behaviors, as well as the structure of classroom peer networks. These different factors 

are addressed in the following paragraph.  

 
According to the Social Skill Model (Ladd & Mize, 1983), youth’s social behaviors reflect 

personal deficiencies or competencies that impede (or enhance) children’s abilities to elicit 

positive responses from their peers. Thus, popular aggressive youth are believed to enjoy certain 

personal traits that contribute to their high social status, but which unpopular aggressive children 

do not possess. In line with this model, Rodkin and Roisman (2010) showed that popular 

aggressive children are more socially competent than unpopular aggressive children, who tend to 

engage in dysregulated and disruptive behaviors. These maladaptive behaviors are likely related 

to deficits in emotional functioning (including being able to recognize others’ emotions and to 

self-regulate their emotions) which are documented among many highly antisocial youth (van 

Goozen, Langley & Hobson, 2022). Such deficits make it difficult for these youngsters to attend 

to social cues and to adapt their social behaviors accordingly, resulting in peer rejection 

(Stormshak et al., 1999). Indeed, aggressive boys who are socially rejected are much less aware of 

how disliked they are by their peers than non-aggressive rejected boys (Zakriski & Coie, 1996). 

On the other hand, popular aggressive adolescents are perceived by their peers as having more 
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leadership qualities and tend to be seen as “cooler” and more athletic than their unpopular and non-

aggressive peers (Pakaslashti & Keltikangas-Järvinen, 2001; Rodkin et al., 2000). Despite being 

viewed as leaders of the group, however, popular aggressive youth are not viewed as being friendly 

(Pakaslashti & Keltikangas-Järvinen, 2001). 

 
Also in line with the notion that classroom norms for antisocial behavior are in part determined by 

other personal characteristics of antisocial youth, Laninga-Wijnen and colleagues (2020) 

demonstrated that a higher number of aggressive adolescents within a given classroom was 

associated with more favorable status norms for aggression (operationalised as the correlation 

between popularity and aggression) only when aggressive students were socially dominant (i.e., 

possessed power-related characteristics, such as leadership qualities or resource control). When 

aggressive youth were non-socially dominant, a higher number of aggressive youth in a given 

classroom was associated with weaker status norms. Although social dominance and popularity 

are two closely related social constructs, past research has elaborated the nuances between these 

two variables. For instance, Lease and colleagues (2002) explained that both social dominance and 

popularity involve social centrality and social influence in group settings. However, whereas 

popularity reflects youth’s social prestige and visibility, central to the notion of social dominance 

is youth’s ability to compete for and control social resources (e.g., deciding social activities, 

controlling peers’ attention, access to playmates). It bears mention that the above studies employed 

a general measure of aggression and did not differentiate between violent and non-violent forms 

of antisocial behavior. Thus, future research should seek to clarify if the personal characteristics 

of popular violent youth are different from those of popular youth engaging in non-violent 

antisocial behaviors (e.g., cheating, stealing). Nevertheless, there is ample evidence to support the 

notion that the social acceptability of antisocial behaviors depends, in part, on the personal 

characteristics of the youth engaging in those behaviors within different contexts.  

 
Beyond students’ personal characteristics, an extensive body of research has demonstrated that 

teachers also influence students’ behaviors and peer experiences in the classroom and thus 

presumably also the prevailing social behavior norms (Farmer et al., 2011). For instance, prior 

work has shown that negative student-teacher interactions and punitive practices are associated 

with increased student aggression (Gorman-Smith et al., 2003). In contrast, “positive” teacher 
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behaviors (including the degree to which teachers are respectful and offer encouragement and 

reassurance to their students) has been associated with less problematic behavior (e.g., being 

disruptive, having difficulty following instructions) among children and adolescents (Mashburn et 

al., 2008; Oliver, Wehby & Reschly 2011). Additional teacher factors that have been predictively 

linked to students’ level of aggressive behavior include teacher feedback (Gorman-Smith et al., 

2003) and classroom management techniques, such as precorrection and behavior-specific praise 

(Reinke et al., 2015). Moreover, prior work has shown that teacher behavior may specifically 

contribute to the development and change in classroom norms for aggression. For instance, 

Velásquez and colleagues (2023) found that the perceived supportiveness of teachers (e.g., 

teachers who made more time to help to their students) predicted lower popularity norms for 

aggression (i.e., the degree to which popularity is associated with aggressive behaviors) at the end 

of the school year. On the other hand, teacher perceived as less supportive by their students 

predicted more favorable popularity norms for aggressive behaviors. Furthermore, prior work has 

demonstrated that teachers’ beliefs and attitudes about the acceptability of students’ aggressive 

behaviors play a role in shaping classroom norms. For example, teachers’ disapproval of 

aggression has been associated with fewer aggressive behaviors among students (Gest & Rodkin, 

2011) and teachers’ acceptance of aggressive behaviors is predictive of a stronger (i.e., more 

favorable) popularity norm for aggressive behavior (Velásquez et al., 2023). The latter finding is 

particularly pertinent given that some social norms are constructed from students’ attitudes and 

beliefs. That is, injunctive norms are composed of individuals’ beliefs about how one should 

behave in a given context (Veenstra et al., 2018). In light of this research, it may be pertinent for 

future studies examining the role of classroom norms in antisocial students’ socio-emotional 

adjustment and behavioral problems to investigate potential sequential effects between teachers’ 

attitudes/discipline approaches and classroom norms.  

 
Another factor that plays a role in the variability of the social acceptability of aggressive behaviors 

between different classrooms is the structure of classroom peer networks. For instance, past work 

has demonstrated that the degree of classroom embeddedness predicts the social status of 

aggressive youth (Ahn et al., 2010). Embeddedness refers to the degree to which the classroom 

network structure is hierarchical (high embeddedness) or egalitarian (low embeddedness). Ahn 

and colleagues (2010) found that students high in aggression were perceived as more popular by 
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their peers in highly hierarchical classrooms (i.e., high embeddedness), but as unpopular in 

classrooms more egalitarian (i.e., low embeddedness). Similar findings concerning the effects of 

classroom hierarchies on the social status of aggressive youth were reported by Laninga-Wijnen 

and colleagues (2019). These authors examined the degree to which classroom popularity 

hierarchies might predict popularity norms for aggression. The notion “popularity hierarchy” 

refers to the degree of variation in students’ popularity in a classroom, with high variation in 

popularity indicating a few highly popular students in the classroom (i.e., hierarchical structure). 

On the other hand, an egalitarian structure is reflected in small variations in popularity, as this is 

indicative of equal status among classmates. Specifically, Laninga-Wijnen and colleagues (2019) 

found that the classroom popularity hierarchy predicted popularity norms for aggression, such that 

classrooms with a hierarchical structure of popularity was associated with an increase in popularity 

norms for aggression later in the school year. Thus, the literature suggests that a less even 

distribution of social power among group members contributes to the development of a more 

hostile, aggressive environment. It bears mention that the above-mentioned studies addressed 

aggressive behaviors among youth. Future studies are needed to examine if these findings also 

apply to non-aggressive antisocial behavior.  

 
3.2 Study Strengths and Limitations and Directions for Future Research 
 
Our study has a number of strengths. One is the use of a short-term longitudinal design with a large 

sample of elementary-level students to ascertain the role of classroom norms in the development 

of individual-level behaviors over the course of the school year, allowing us to track changes in 

students’ behavior and emotional outcomes. The use of a longitudinal design over one school year 

also allowed us to limit the number of confounding factors, like the effects of changing groups in 

subsequent grades—and thus new classroom norms—influencing the variables of interest. The 

assessment of two types of social norms to examine the role of group-level processes on individual-

level behaviors is an additional strength because this allowed us to test their unique main and 

moderating effects. Another asset of the present study is the use of different reporting sources for 

different variables (i.e., self-reports for antisocial behavior and peer ratings for depressive 

symptoms), thus avoiding inflated associations due to shared method variance.  
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Our study also has certain limitations. First, antisocial behavior was operationalised as a general 

measure, due to the small number of items pertaining specifically to violent antisocial behavior. 

Yet, prior studies have shown that antisocial behavior is comprised of violent and non-violent 

behaviors and that genetic factors play a more important role in the development of the former 

compared to the latter (60% vs. 48%) (Burt, 2012). Given that environmental factors explain more 

of the variance of non-violent antisocial behavior, (descriptive) norms may play a more important 

role in the stability of non-violent antisocial behavior than in the stability of violent antisocial 

behavior. Future research should seek to examine the differential role of classroom norms in the 

development and stability of violent and non-violent antisocial behavior and these behaviors’ 

respective links with depressive symptoms.  A second limitation of this study is the use of a single 

peer-nominated item to measure depressive symptoms. While single-item measures are often as 

valid and reliable as their multi-item counterparts (Ahmad et al., 2014), they may not capture the 

complexity of youth’s depressive symptoms. Thus, future studies should use a multi-item scale to 

measure depressive symptoms. Studies should also seek to include a self-report measure, given 

that depressive symptoms are first and foremost based on individuals’ subjective experiences. 

Although peer nomination measures are not typically used as a primary technique for assessing 

depression symptoms, there is some empirical support for their use in assessing internalizing 

symptoms and moderate correlations have been found with teacher ratings (Irvine et al., 2022; 

Pulkkinen et al., 1999). Still, given that the present findings regarding depression concord with 

theoretical assumptions and prior empirical evidence, it is unlikely that the use of a multi-item 

measure of depression would change the nature of the results. It should also be noted that the 

measure of depressive symptoms employed in this study is restricted to symptoms of sadness. 

However, depression in childhood may manifest as irritability rather than sadness (Stringaris et 

al., 2013), potentially resulting in an underrepresentation of some children with depressive 

symptomology. Nonetheless, the extent of this underrepresentation is likely minimal, as only a 

small proportion of youth (5.7%) experience depression exclusively through an irritable mood 

(Stringaris et al., 2013). 

 
Finally, the research questions of our study should also be investigated with older students. While 

no grade moderation effects were observed in the age-restrained sample of our study, it will be 

important to test whether the results can be generalized to adolescence, when antisocial behavior 



 

 
 50 

peaks (Tremblay, 2010) and depressive symptoms are more frequent (Fernandez Castelao & 

Kröner-Herwig, 2013). Indeed, the moderating effects of descriptive norms on the stability of 

antisocial behavior may be stronger among adolescents than among younger children, as the 

former have simply more opportunities to observe and imitate peers’ antisocial behaviors than the 

latter. This would also allow us to capture the potential effects of descriptive norms on the short-

term stability of antisocial behavior among youth in the adolescence-limited trajectory, who are 

more strongly influenced by environmental factors than youth in the persistent-high trajectory 

(Barnes et al., 2011, Zheng and Cleveland, 2015). Similarly, the moderating effects of status norms 

on the predictive association between antisocial behavior and depressive symptoms may be 

stronger for adolescents given the documented increase of internalizing problems among older 

youth (Fernandez Castelao & Kröner-Herwig, 2013; Zahn-Waxler et al., 2008). However, it may 

be pertinent for future studies examining these questions among adolescents to operationalise 

status norms with a measure of popularity rather than social acceptance/rejection given that social 

popularity becomes a more central developmental goal than being liked in adolescence (LaFontana 

& Cillessen, 2010). The use of a measure of popularity may thus better measure the social 

processes significant for youth in this age group.  

 
A final point concerns potential sex moderation effects, which were not observed in our study. 

While no other study has specifically examined the moderating role of classroom norms in the link 

between antisocial behavior and depression symptoms, the mediating role of peer rejection in those 

associations has been found to be sex-invariant among children in previous research (Gooren et 

al., 2011; van Lier & Koot, 2010). As such, the lack of sex moderation in our study sample may 

not be surprising. Sex differences may, however, be observed among adolescents. Indeed, the 

social acceptability of antisocial behavior becomes more sex divergent as youth reach mid-

adolescence, such that adolescent girls engaging in antisocial behavior are seen in a more 

unfavorable light than boys exhibiting those same behaviors (Chang, 2004; Smith et al., 2010). A 

possible sex moderation effect might be further emphasized by the gender gap in depression that 

develops in adolescence (Campbell et al., 2021). This gender gap may render girls high in 

antisocial behavior even more vulnerable to the development of depressive symptoms than highly 

antisocial boys in unfavorable contexts (i.e., when status norms indicate a strong disapproval of 

antisocial behavior by the peer group). 
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3.3 Clinical Implications 
 
The results from this study further contribute to the literature demonstrating that group-level 

processes in classrooms play an important role in youth’s socio-emotional adjustment. The 

findings also shed new light on the contextual-level factors that may be pertinent for future 

interventions targeting students’ antisocial behavior in school settings.  Consequently, our findings 

may have several important clinical and practical implications for teachers, support staff and 

school administrators. 

 
First, to reiterate, our study findings demonstrate that social contexts–notably behavior norms 

among peers–play a significant role in the development and stability of antisocial behavior and its 

relationship with depressive symptoms. For this reason, interventions seeking to reduce youth’s 

antisocial behaviors—and the fallout of such behaviors—should target all youth (i.e., universal 

intervention), rather than targeting specific youth with problematic behaviors only. Many of the 

most thoroughly researched universal intervention programs developed to date specifically focus 

on aggression (i.e., violent antisocial behavior), including the Good Behavior Game, Promoting 

Alternative Thinking Strategies (PATHS), and Tools for Getting Along (TFGA). These different 

intervention programs have been shown to be effective in changing students’ aggressive behaviors 

over time (Durlak et al., 2011; Healy et al., 2020). Indeed, a recent review of 15 studies sought to 

investigate the effectiveness of different school-based interventions in reducing students’ 

aggressive behaviors. The results from that review showed that almost all studies reported 

significant intervention effects on students’ level of aggressive behavior (Healy et al., 2020). 

Moreover, a meta-analysis of 213 studies that involved 270,034 students in elementary through 

high school examined the effects of universal interventions on students’ socio-emotional skills, 

attitudes, general conduct problems (such as disruptive behavior, aggression, and delinquency) and 

academic performance (Durlak et al., 2011). The examined intervention programs prioritized 

social and emotional learning, thus seeking to improve students’ cognitive, affective and 

behavioral competencies (specifically, self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, 

relationship skills and responsible decision making). These skills are commonly lacking among 

antisocial youth but are necessary for the development and the maintenance of positive 

relationships and for the reduction of aggressive behaviors. The authors of this meta-analysis found 
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that—compared to controls—students in the intervention programs showed more social and 

emotional learning skills and positive behaviors, improved academic performances and fewer 

conduct problems. These results were moderated by certain factors, however, namely the degree 

to which the program was structured (e.g., the use of a step-by-step training approach, explicit 

learning goals) and the presence of problems during the implementation of the program. Of note, 

the meta-analysis by Durlak and colleagues (2011) revealed that, when compared to classroom-

only programs, multi-component programs (e.g., classroom-based interventions that also included 

a parent component) did not offer any additional benefits for socio-emotional or behavioral 

outcomes. Thus, the findings from studies examining the effectiveness of universal programs 

suggest that changing classroom environments–and consequently classroom norms–may indeed 

be a crucial element for the success of interventions targeting youth’s problematic behaviors.  

 
Importantly, although the above-mentioned studies intervention studies mainly focused on 

aggressive behavior as the primary outcome, they were successful in also diminishing other 

problem behaviors, including general delinquency, as previously mentioned. By reducing 

students’ antisocial behaviors at the individual-level, these intervention programs may thus also 

reduce the prevalence of general antisocial behavior in classroom settings–and hence classroom 

descriptive norms for antisocial behavior. Low descriptive norms should then contribute to a 

reduced risk of stable antisocial behavior among students over time (at least over the course of one 

school year, as suggested by the findings in our study). Moreover, based on the theoretical basis 

of the social failure model (Capaldi & Stoolmiller, 1999), the psychobiological model of social 

rejection and depression (Slavich et al., 2010), as well as the results from our study, it is reasonable 

to suggest that by reducing the frequency at which antisocial youth engage in deviant acts, one 

indirectly intervenes in their emotional adjustment as well. That is, by engaging less frequently in 

antisocial behavior, these youth might experience less social rejection (at least in unfavorable 

contexts) and thus be less likely to develop depressive symptoms.  

 
However, school administrators looking to implement a norms-based intervention should also be 

aware that, given the weak association between descriptive norms (i.e., prevalence rates) and status 

norms of antisocial behavior, the deployment of a norms-based intervention targeting the reduction 

of antisocial behavior may not always affect the social acceptability of these behaviors (i.e., the 
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association between antisocial behavior and social acceptance versus rejection). Moreover, youth 

who remain highly antisocial in contexts where intervention programs have led to reduced 

acceptability of antisocial behavior may end up being (even more) ostracised by their schoolmates, 

which may then lead to increased depression symptoms. This phenomenon is known as the 

“healthy context paradox” in the literature on bullying and victimization (Yun & Juvonen, 2020). 

Thus, victimized youth show worse psychological adjustment in “healthy” contexts (i.e., contexts 

low in victimization) compared to victimized youth in contexts high in victimization (Laninga-

Wijnen et al., 2023). Although healthy contexts in this regard pertain to the prevalence (i.e., the 

descriptive norms) of bullying, a similar pattern of results might apply to the acceptability of such 

behavior (i.e., status norms). While the mechanisms underlying this effect are currently unknown, 

it has been suggested that victims may be more likely to blame themselves for victimization in 

“healthier” contexts and that they may tend to compare themselves to non-victimized peers, who 

they likely perceive as being happier and possessing higher status (Laninga-Wijnen et al., 2023). 

A similar effect may take place among antisocial youth when exposed to norms-based 

interventions targeting the reduction of antisocial behavior. That is, in “healthier” contexts which 

are low in antisocial behavior and where antisocial behavior is rejected, antisocial youth may 

compare themselves to their non-antisocial peers and may blame themselves for their rejection 

status, thus exacerbating their depressive symptoms. To counter such potential effects, norms-

based interventions should perhaps also simultaneously include targeted, individualized 

interventions for highly antisocial youth. These targeted interventions should focus on teaching 

social skills on a one-to-one basis to ensure that at-risk youth rapidly acquire the social skills 

necessary for developing and maintaining positive relationships, ultimately reducing the frequency 

of their antisocial behavior and their risk of developing depressive symptoms.  

 
3.4 Conclusion 
 
In conclusion, the contributions of the present doctoral essay can be summarized into two main 

points of interest. First, the social failure model (Capaldi & Stoolmiller, 1999), which emphasizes 

social rejection as a key mediator in the stability of antisocial youth’s behavior and their depressive 

symptoms, may need to be revised to take into consideration the fact that these associations vary 

in accordance with contextual-level factors–like social norms. Indeed, our findings demonstrate 

that antisocial youth experience more depressive symptoms in contexts where their behavior is 
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associated with social rejection, as posited by the social failure model. Our results also indicate, 

however, that antisocial youth may enjoy high social status in some contexts and ultimately be 

protected from the development of depressive symptoms. Secondly, this study emphasizes the 

importance of considering both descriptive norms and status norms when investigating the effect 

of group-level processes in youth’s psychosocial experiences. Indeed, both types of norms play 

important, albeit distinct, roles in antisocial youth’s behaviors and depressive symptoms. 

Specifically, our findings showed that descriptive norms, rather than status norms, moderate the 

stability of antisocial behavior. Highly antisocial youth exhibited more deviant acts when these 

behaviors were more frequent in their classroom. These findings highlight the role of Social 

Learning Theory (Bandura, 1973) in the development and maintenance of antisocial behavior, but 

additional factors such as genetic vulnerabilities may also be at play, given that the effects of norms 

interacted with youth’s previous levels of antisocial behavior rather than showing simple main 

effects. Future studies should seek to replicate these findings among older adolescents and should 

also investigate whether results generalize across violent and non-violent antisocial behavior. 

Despite this study’s limitations, it contributes to our understanding of the role of group-level 

factors, like classroom norms, in youth’s psychosocial adjustment.  
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B.1  Self-Reported Delinquency Questionnaire  

 

 

Note: 

Antisocial behavior scores were derived from items 1 through 8. 



 

 
 60 

B.2  Peer Evaluation Inventory  
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Note: Scores for depression symptoms were derived from item 12. Social preference scores were 
derived from items 13 and 21. 
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