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Abstract

Participating in conflict may facilitate the acquisition of social status in a group. We build on
theories about the sources of conflict and status to formulate propositions about how conflict
affects status mobility in schools. Using two-wave panel data from over 20,000 students in 56
middle schools, we first examine the relationship between change in conflict with schoolmates
and change in a network-derived metric of status, betweenness centrality, which is an indi-
cator of being well known. More overall conflict with students is associated with increases
in status up to a threshold. Additionally, students who perceive more conflict with others
who do not perceive conflict in return also gain status. Finally, more conflict with friends
does not increase status. Based on this evidence, we propose a mechanism by which conflict
increases status through signaling integration in the school’s social scene rather than
through establishing dominance over others, as previous literature suggests.
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Social status hierarchies—orderings of indi-

viduals based on their relative standing—

are a basic feature of groups, and groups

vary in the nature and extent of their status

hierarchies (Berger and Zelditch 1998; Mar-

tin 2009b; Ridgeway 2014). Because being

higher status in a group allows individuals

to pursue his or her ends (e.g., obtain

resources in a group or exert influence

over others), individuals compete to main-

tain or achieve higher status positions.

Interpersonal conflict, a state of disagree-

ment between individuals that can be man-

ifest in both trivial and serious ways, is

another common feature of groups that

occurs alongside prosocial cooperation and

expressions of solidarity. Scholars have

sought to understand the conditions under

which interpersonal conflict arises (e.g.,

Gould 2003) and the consequences of con-

flict for individuals and group dynamics

(e.g., Collins 2009; Faris 2012).

Given that status orderings and con-

flict are two fundamental features of

groups, scholars have examined the

nature of the relationship between con-

flict and status broadly. Here, we
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examine how participating in conflict

with others shapes social status mobility

over time using the case of students in

middle schools.

The foundation of our inquiry is theo-

retical work regarding the role of conflict

in social life (Gould 2003) and the manner

in which social status hierarchies develop

and persist (Gould 2002). We use Gould’s

(2002, 2003) work in the spirit of explora-

tion (e.g., Faulkner 2009) to inform our

own propositions; Gould does not theorize

the relationship between conflict and

social status mobility. Therefore, we do

not attempt to test Gould’s ideas directly.

We instead use Gould to orient our

inquiry while also drawing on previous

empirical work among adolescents to

develop the logic of our propositions.

Previous empirical work in this area

suggests that aggression toward peers

may be perceived and used as a strategic

resource for acquiring status through

establishing dominance over specific

others, like friends (Faris 2012; Faris

and Felmlee 2011; Prinstein and Cilles-

sen 2003), what we refer to as the domi-

nance mechanism. While a large body of

work addresses the topic of conflict and

status broadly, we are aware of three

studies that use longitudinal data to
examine how conflict and aggression

shape status mobility in schools

(Andrews, Hanish, and Santos 2017;

Faris 2012; Prinstein and Cillessen 2003).

These existing studies do not develop

a theoretical framework to systematically

inform and test predictions regarding the

relationship between conflict and status.

They also rely on smaller data sets (Ns

= 383, 1,694, and 159, respectively) and

measure status differently than we do

(e.g., friend network proximity, yearbook

accolades, and perceived popularity). In

this article, we draw on Gould’s (2002,

2003) theories to address the question of

how conflict influences social status using

a large and diverse sample of students

and a theoretically informed network

measure of status in schools that captures

being well known.

We apply Gould’s theorizing in three

areas to formulate propositions for empir-

ical examination: the role of interpersonal

conflict in social relations, the role of

reciprocation of status-conferring ges-

tures (i.e., giving someone time and

attention relative to the time and atten-

tion they give you) in reflecting and pro-

ducing relative status between two peo-

ple, and the role of status ambiguity in

producing conflict. Though his main the-

ory is about the origins of conflict, Gould

(2003) suggests that conflict is also

a way to challenge and renegotiate who

is in charge in social relationships; we

draw on this foundation to propose the

first hypothesis: a positive relationship

between participating in conflict and sta-

tus mobility.

Second, we draw on Gould’s (2002) the-

orizing regarding the reciprocation of

status-conferring gestures—that receiv-

ing more attention than one returns sig-

nals higher status—and extend this to

examine the role of reciprocal conflict

nominations between students. We

expect that if conflict nominations as

a measure of negative attention are sta-

tus-conferring gestures, then receiving

more conflict nominations from others

(compared to nominating others as some-

one one has conflict with) should be asso-

ciated with status gains.

Finally, we use Gould’s (2003) argu-

ment that conflict is more likely to occur

in social relations where individuals are

similar in terms of status, for instance,

between friends rather than between

bosses and employees, to formulate pre-

dictions regarding the relationship

between conflict with friends and social

status mobility. Since it is easier and

more common to challenge others when

there is not an obvious hierarchical rela-

tionship, we anticipate that having
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conflict with people of relatively similar

status, like friends, should be associated

with status gains.
To test our propositions, we first estab-

lish the basic relationship between

change in the amount of conflict students

have with schoolmates (assessed through

nominations of other students as someone

one has ‘‘conflict with’’) and change in

social status. We then examine the effect

of nonreciprocation in perceived conflict

relations (i.e., a student perceives conflict

with a peer who does not perceive conflict

with them in return) and conflict with

friends on social status mobility among

students in schools. We use a network

measure of status (betweenness central-

ity, a measure of the number of times

a student provides the shortest, or most

direct, path between two other students

in the network) that captures the broker-

age position related to being well known

by others (e.g., Faris and Felmlee 2011).

We find that students who report and

are reported as having more conflict

with schoolmates over the school year

gain social status up to a certain thresh-

old. We find limited support for the pre-

diction that receiving more nonrecipro-

cated conflict nominations (a status-

conferring gesture) is associated with sta-

tus gains; students who are nominated by

schoolmates as someone they have con-

flict with (nonreciprocal incoming conflict

nominations) may gain status, but up to

a fairly low threshold, after which there

is no status value to being nominated by

others as someone with whom they have

conflict. Furthermore, in contrast with

our prediction based on nonreciprocal

conflict nominations as status-conferring

gestures, we find that students who per-

ceive conflict with schoolmates who do

not perceive having conflict with them

(nonreciprocal outgoing conflict nomina-

tions) gain status throughout the year.

Finally, in contrast to our prediction, we

find that conflict with friends does not

significantly affect status mobility.

Based on these findings, we suggest

an alternative mechanism by which con-

flict might shape social status: through

signalling participation in the social

scene of the school, which we refer to as

a social scene mechanism. Previous work

largely assumes that aggression toward

peers is a strategic resource for acquiring

status through establishing dominance

over specific others. We find instead that

neither receiving status-conferring ges-
tures nor having conflict with specific

others, like friends, improves status. We

argue that participation in conflict serves

as a signal to other students that one

seeks to be involved in the social life of

the school, creating a social reality that

improves students’ social status. We artic-

ulate how the evidence may support this
type of mechanism later in the conclusion.

BACKGROUND

Social Status and Conflict: Common
Features of Group Life

We consider social status to be the pres-

tige accorded to individuals because of

the positions they occupy in the social

hierarchy of the group (e.g., Goode

1978). Status orderings are supported

and reproduced by collective beliefs

within a group about relative status

(e.g., Berger and Zelditch 1998; Gould

2002; Ridgeway and Correll 2006; Skvor-

etz and Fararo 2016).1 Sorting out rela-

tive status positions and the drive to

acquire more social status within groups

are pervasive aspects of group life. Higher
social status is associated with both mate-

rial and nonmaterial rewards, such as

respect and social approval (Gould 2002;

1We use a conception of social status distinct
from dominance orderings, which are vertically
ordered arrangements of relationships of domi-
nance between individuals (Martin 2009a).
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Merton 1968; Ridgeway and Correll 2004).

As a result, people compete to achieve or

maintain higher status positions.

Interpersonal conflict, a state of dis-

agreement that usually arises when indi-

viduals have incompatible, or opposing,

behaviors and views (e.g., Laursen and

Pursell 2009), is another common feature

of group life. Interpersonal conflict,

broadly defined, can manifest in acts of

aggression or in more subtle behaviors.

Given that status and interpersonal con-

flict are both important group-level pro-

cesses, scholars have sought to under-

stand the conditions under which

interpersonal conflict arises and the conse-

quences of conflict for individuals and

group dynamics.
For instance, hierarchical relations

between group members themselves can

be a source of interpersonal conflict. Par-

ticular expressions of dominance, like

malicious gossip or scapegoating, accom-

pany specific status positions in a group

(Collins 2009). For instance, aggressive

youth, despite not being well liked, are

seen as popular by peers (Prinstein and

Cillessen 2003). Group members accept

and allow expressions of aggression from

individuals occupying high-status posi-

tions more than they do from individuals

in lower status positions (see Magee and

Galinsky 2008). Group members even

interpret expressions of aggression differ-

ently depending on the relative hierarchi-

cal position of group members (e.g., Fiske

2010). Aggression can result from threats

regarding status and reputation, particu-

larly among men (e.g., Cohen and Nisbett

1996; Willer et al. 2013).

Aggression and jockeying for social

status is particularly visible among ado-

lescents in school settings. During ado-

lescence, youth start to pay increasing

attention to their social standing relative

to their peers (Li and Wright 2014). As

a result, schools are interesting sites for

the study of status not only because

adolescents spend a lot of time there

but because these settings are character-

ized by informal status hierarchies that

allow students to sort out status for

themselves (Faris 2012). This makes it

easier for students to make moves up

and down that status hierarchy than in

settings with more formal hierarchies

where status positions are clearly deter-

mined and therefore harder to challenge.

Not surprisingly, empirical studies have

demonstrated substantial social status

mobility in schools (Smith and Faris

2015).
Various forms of interpersonal conflict,

including bullying and aggression, are

also common in schools. Psychologists,

who produce a bulk of the literature on

school-based bullying, argue that aggres-

sion is a response to frustration, humilia-

tion, or mental pathologies. Yet, serious

conflicts are common in schools partly

because they are ‘‘fiercely competitive’’

settings where students are continuously

striving for greater dominance in social

relations (Gould 2003:47).

Conflict and Aggression as

Establishing Dominance:

Previous Literature

A body of research has explored the rela-

tionship between social status and con-

flict, particularly among adolescents.

Much of this work posits that conflict

and aggression is a means of establishing

dominance—the ability to elicit ritual

signs of deference in contentious interac-

tions (Martin 2009a)—over specific others.

This research often assumes a dominance

mechanism, such that a) adolescents per-

ceive peer conflict and aggression to be

a tool for gaining status through establish-

ing dominance over others, and b) youth

make calculations about which peers to

target for dominance displays.
Establishing dominance over others

may increase one’s relative standing in
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a group. By causing others to defer, an

individual may establish a reputation

that deters future aggression (Benard

2013, 2015). Biosocial accounts of group

processes posit that dominance displays

lead to higher subsequent status position

(e.g., Mazur 2005). As Faris and Felmlee

(2011) suggest, competition to maintain

or gain status can motivate peer aggres-

sion. They find that increases in status

are associated with increases in aggres-

sion among students up until a certain

threshold, after which aggression and

status are negatively associated. They,

along with Faris (2012), argue that

aggression is perceived by students to be

instrumental for gaining status, and

thus social status motivates the use of

aggression.

This dominance account suggests that

status gains are particularly likely when

youth challenge or target specific others.

For instance, youth who are aggressive

gain status if they challenge highly liked

students that they, the aggressors, per-

sonally dislike (Peets and Hodges 2014).

Aggression directed toward high-status

peers and targeting more peers in general

is associated with increases in status

(Andrews et al. 2017). Similarly, in

schools, higher status attainment is

more likely among those who direct their

aggression toward peers who are high

status, have a reputation for aggression,

or are socially close, such as friends (Faris

2012). We use this body of research to

supplement Gould’s theories in the fol-

lowing section.

Gould on Conflict in Social Life and

Status Hierarchies: Orienting Ideas

We utilize Gould’s (2002, 2003) theorizing

to formulate our propositions regarding

the relationship between the amount

and type of interpersonal conflict and

social status mobility in schools. In par-

ticular, we use his work on the role of

interpersonal conflict in social relations;

the reciprocation of status-conferring ges-

tures; and the role of status ambiguity in

producing conflict. Gould (2003) argues

that to make sense of conflict, we have

to account for people’s positions in the

social hierarchy, which is the starting

point of our inquiry.

Interpersonal conflict is a feature of

many social relationships because people

continuously strive for greater discretion

over what goes on in those relationships.

Conflict results from disagreement

between individuals about relative domi-

nance within the relationship. Conflict

may also serve as an opportunity to chal-

lenge existing dominance arrangements.

Specifically, Gould (2003:38) suggested

that ‘‘[violent] struggles are intrinsic to

systems of dominance . . . because strug-

gle is the primary means by which people

individually and collectively set the terms

of their relations with others.’’
We thus begin with a simple examina-

tion of the relationship between amount

of conflict and change in social status. If

conflict serves as an opportunity to rene-

gotiate dominance in a relationship and

previous work finds that aggression can

increase status in schools (e.g., Andrews

et al. 2017; Faris 2012; Peets and Hodges

2014), more conflict with peers should be

associated with status gains.

Hypothesis 1: An increase in perceived
conflict with schoolmates from Wave
1 to Wave 2 is associated with an
increase in social status over the
school year.

In other work, Gould (2002) outlines

a theory of status in which positions in

the social hierarchy are modeled as the

expression and result of status-conferring

gestures. Status-conferring, or status-

granting, gestures include gestures of

approval or disapproval, such as giving

someone your time and attention or
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withholding time and attention, respec-

tively. Reciprocation of gestures of

approval signals status equality, whereas

a lack of reciprocation of gestures signals

status inequality. For instance, if an indi-

vidual devotes a lot of time and attention

to someone who does not provide as much

time and attention in return, that individ-

ual assumes a lower status position

because he or she receives fewer gestures

of approval than he or she gives out.

Expressing excessive disapproval can

also signal status inequality if you show

intense dislike toward someone who is

only mildly disdainful toward you.

Individuals, then, are deliberate about

the amount of attention they give to

others in order to manage their status

positions (e.g., Love and Davis 2014).

Since it is unpleasant to receive little or

no attention from those one gives lots of

attention to, individuals often adjust

their behaviors accordingly. This insight

is reflected in related work on exchange

relationships, which finds that high-

status individuals purposely delay recip-

rocation as a way of subtly claiming

dominance in the relationship (Park and

Kim 2017). According to Gould (2002),

the distribution of status-conferring ges-

tures leads to a self-reinforcing status

ranking system in which actors reproduce

social hierarchies.

If the nonreciprocation of negative

status-conferring gestures, such as show-

ing strong dislike for someone who does not

show as much dislike toward you, can sig-

nal status inequality, then we anticipate

that receiving more status-conferring

gestures—in the form of conflict nomina-

tions that you do not reciprocate—is a sig-

nal of higher relative status. If individuals

are deliberate about the amount of atten-

tion they give to others, then we expect

that those who do not nominate peers

who do nominate them can gain status.

Given that social status is a function of

collective beliefs about relative social

rankings (e.g., Ridgeway and Correll

2006), receiving more status-conferring

gestures in the form of conflict nomina-

tions may both indicate higher status

and serve to further improve one’s status

position. There is empirical support for

this principle: Park and Kim (2017) find

that displays of dominance in interper-

sonal interactions become apparent to

others in the group, who then collectively

legitimate and uphold status hierarchies

based on those interactions. Conse-

quently, we expect that:

Hypothesis 2: An increase in nonrecipro-
cated conflict nominations from
schoolmates from Wave 1 to Wave 2
is associated with an increase in social
status throughout the school year
while an increase in reciprocated con-
flict nominations from schoolmates
from Wave 1 to Wave 2 is not associ-
ated with an increase in social status
throughout the school year.

Finally, Gould argues that conflict is

a feature of many social relationships

and particularly social relationships

where individuals are similarly situated

in terms of their status positions, such

as between friends. In this account, con-

flict is more likely to occur in settings

where there is more ambiguity about rel-

ative status positions or social rank has

not been clearly established. It follows

that conflict is more likely to occur in social

relations where individuals are similar in

terms of status, for instance, between

friends rather than between bosses and

employees (Gould 2003). Because status

ranks are more clearly defined in the rela-

tionship between a boss and an employee,

it is harder to challenge the terms of the

relationship. Martin (2009a) and Felmlee

and Faris (2016) find evidence of conflict

occurring more frequently between relative

status equals.

Conflict between people where relative

status is ambiguous provides more

6 Social Psychology Quarterly 00(0)



opportunities for establishing dominance.

Empirical work by Faris (2012) finds that

aggression is more likely to lead to status

gains when youth challenge peers who

are socially close, like friends. Participat-

ing in conflict provides the opportunity to

display dominance, which can be a signal

to other group members, contributing to

reputational or collective beliefs about

relative social status (e.g., Park and Kim

2017; Ridgeway and Correll 2006). Thus,

we would expect that:

Hypothesis 3: An increase in perceived
conflict with friends from Wave 1 to
Wave 2 is associated with an increase
in social status throughout the school
year.

Measuring Status: Betweenness

Centrality in School Social Networks

Social network analysis offers a relational

approach to defining individuals’ posi-

tions in a group. In this study, we use

a social network measure of status:

betweeness centrality. Betweenness cen-

trality is a measure constructed by first

determining the shortest, or most direct,

paths between all possible pairs of actors

in a network and then calculating the

percentage of those paths that include

the focal actor. Students with high

betweenness centrality serve as ‘‘bridges’’

connecting other students and occupy

brokerage positions in their school net-

works (Faris and Felmlee 2011).

These high-status students can control

connections between those in the network

who might otherwise be disconnected.

Since others depend on these central stu-

dents to make ties possible, these stu-

dents are in advantageous positions;

they can receive resources that flow

through the network and stop others

from gaining access to those resources

(e.g., Burt 1992; Faris and Felmlee

2011). Students who occupy central

brokerage positions are also likely to be

highly visible members of their school

communities. Therefore, this measure of

status may allow us to capture how well

known a student is using a network met-

ric rather than students’ perceptions.

Unlike other measures of status such

as social preference, betweenness central-

ity captures a more exclusive type of sta-

tus within a group. While using this met-

ric captures the extent of a student’s

brokerage position in the network, as we

describe in the following section, the mea-

sure is able to broadly capture the concept

of social esteem and respect that social

status refers to. Along these lines, Faris

(2012) finds that betweenness centrality

is associated with other metrics of social

prestige among adolescents.

METHODS

Data

Data for this analysis come from a year-

long, randomized field experiment con-

ducted over the 2012–2013 school year

(Paluck, Shepherd, and Aronow 2016).

The experiment tested whether students’

behavior, particularly the behavior of

salient individuals, could influence other

students’ perceptions of social norms of

conflict and shift overall levels of conflict

behavior at the school. The experiment

randomly assigned half of 56 public mid-

dle schools (which include students ages

10–15 years old) throughout the state of

New Jersey to receive an intervention

program.
The intervention program consisted of

a series of ten meetings with a group of

randomly selected students in the school

who were encouraged to be and assisted

in becoming ‘‘change-makers’’ with

respect to peer harassment at the schools.

As part of the design and evaluation of

the intervention, students in the 56 pub-

lic middle schools completed a survey at

the beginning of the school year, in fall

Conflict as a Social Status Mobility Mechanism 7



of 2012, and at the end of the school year,

in late spring 2013 (N = 21,124). Each

survey included a network nomination

section, a personal background and activ-

ities section, a section on perceptions of

the norms of conflict-related behaviors

at the school, and an attitudes and expe-

riences section.

For the purposes of this study, we do

not focus on the causal effects of the inter-

vention on social status mobility because

the experiment was not designed to alter

social status. Results do not differ when

we control for being a treatment student

(participating directly in the intervention

program), so treatment controls are

excluded from the analytical models pre-

sented in the following sections.

Dependent Variable

Using a roster design, at both waves of

the survey, students reported who they

had ‘‘decided to spend time with (in

school, out of school, or online)’’ from their

school in the last few weeks. Nominations

were capped at ten. The phrasing was

designed to elicit a behavioral measure

of social connections in contrast to role-

based measures for eliciting relation-

ships. This measure captures who indi-

viduals pay attention to and are exposed

to in their group through actively choos-

ing to spend time with them. The mea-

sure may be particularly useful for con-

structing a measure of status since

status involves differential attention to

some actors over others. This measure-

ment approach also avoids the issue that

common measurement strategies like

popularity or friendship have, that the

definition of popularity and friendship is

subjective and can differ from student to

student, producing noisy results (e.g.,

Bearman and Parigi 2004).

We assess status based on students’

betweenness centrality scores using the

spend time networks. The measure of

betweenness centrality (calculated using

the igraph package in R) first determines

the shortest paths between all actors in

the network (in this case, each school

independently) and then calculates the

number of those paths that include the
focal actor. The more times a student pro-

vides the shortest, or most direct, path

between two other students, the higher

his or her betweenness centrality score

will be.

We report results in the following sec-

tions using betweenness scores normal-

ized by the distribution of betweenness

scores at each school (z-scores) to address

possible differences in the scale of

betweenness scores across schools of dif-

ferent sizes and instances where the

meaning of change in betweenness from

Wave 1 to Wave 2 is different from school
to school, again based on school size. We

use change in status measured as Wave 2

betweenness z-score minus Wave 1

betweenness z-score. The pattern of results

we report in the following holds when we

use betweenness scores without taking

school-specific z-scores (whether adjusted

for school size—normalized betweenness—
or not—nonnormalized betweenness).

To verify that betweenness centrality

corresponds to the concept of social status

that we seek to capture, we examined the

status-related characteristics of students

in the top 10 percent of betweenness cen-

trality (standardized by their school, then

converted to z-scores for comparability).

Using t tests, we found that these top 10

percent betweenness students reported

thinking of themselves as well known,

popular, a leader, outgoing, respected,

a loyal friend, and friends with many

types of students more frequently than

other students, and as keeping to them-
selves less frequently than all other stu-

dents (all significant at p \ .0001). These

characteristics are all in line with how

social, well-known students might think

about themselves. At the same time, top

8 Social Psychology Quarterly 00(0)



10 percent betweenness students are

more likely to report thinking of them-

selves as a drama queen, having enemies,

and being a troublemaker than other stu-

dents (all significant at p \ .0001). This

indicates the close coupling between
being integrated in social life and being

involved in the negative, conflict-related

aspects of social life as well.2

Independent Variables

Students also reported up to five students

at the school they ‘‘have conflict with,’’

whether face to face, through texts, or

online, at both survey waves. This is

a measure of perceived conflict relation-

ships: Students could nominate others

as someone they had conflict with inde-

pendent of whether those students also

nominated them. The definition of conflict

was left ambiguous to capture a broad

range of students’ perceptions of conflict.

We consider this measure to include

instances of both minor disagreements,

manifest in various forms, and more seri-

ous forms of interpersonal conflicts,

including aggression. In contrast to data

on specific contentious encounters

between individuals, as explored in Mar-

tin (2009a), these data more likely cap-

ture students’ interpretations of the

aggregation of many encounters with

other students. In this article, we use

these conflict nominations both as an

indicator of a range of negative, peer-

directed behaviors (Hypotheses 1 and 3)

and of negative attention toward others

(Hypothesis 2).

To provide some evidence of the rela-

tionship between the conflict nomination

measure and other measures of peer

aggression, we drew on administrative

data that we received from 52 of the 56

schools regarding which students were

punished for peer harassment–related

infractions, whether physical (e.g., ‘‘phys-

ical aggression with a student’’) or non-

physical (e.g., ‘‘biased comment’’ or

‘‘spreading a rumor’’). When we create

a binary measure for students who

received any discipline for peer harass-

ment (N = 1,998 across 52 schools with

17,626 students, 11 percent of students),

these students have significantly more

incoming conflict ties (i.e., other students

nominating them; 2.93 vs. 1.24 nomina-

tions, p \ .0001) and significantly more

outgoing conflict nominations (i.e., their

nominations of other students; 1.86 vs.

1.44, p \ .0001) than students not disci-
plined for peer harassment.

Overall conflict. Incoming conflict captures

the total number of times an individual

was nominated by others as someone

with whom they had conflict. The sum of

an individual’s nominations of other stu-

dents with whom they had conflict is out-

going conflict. An individual’s overall con-

flict is the sum of the number of incoming

and outgoing conflict nominations. As
with status, we use change in the number

of overall conflict nominations from the

beginning of the year to the end of the

year as an independent variable.

Reciprocal and nonreciprocal conflict. We

further specify the nature of conflict indi-

viduals have based on whether conflict

nominations are reciprocal (the nomina-

tor is also nominated by the nominee;

the mean percentage of reciprocal conflict

nominations compared to outgoing nomi-

nations for all students is .11) or nonre-

ciprocal. We construct three separate

measures: the number of reciprocal con-

flict relations, the number of nonrecipro-

cal incoming conflict nominations (where

a student is nominated by others that he

or she does not nominate), and the

2When we perform these same tests using stu-
dents in the top 10 percent of indegree centrality,
an alternative measure of status, we find no sig-
nificant differences between them and the
remaining 90 percent of students.
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number of nonreciprocal outgoing conflict

nominations (where a student nominates

another who does not nominate him or

her). At Wave 1, the correlation between

the overall number of conflict nomina-

tions and the number of reciprocal nomi-

nations is r = .50, the number of nonrecip-

rocal incoming nominations is r = .77, and

the number of nonreciprocal outgoing

nominations is r = .62. The number of

nonreciprocal incoming and nonrecipro-

cal outgoing nominations is correlated at

r = .07 at Wave 1. Change in these three

measures across time is not correlated

(all less than r = |.10|), presenting no
threat of multicollinearity.

Conflict with friends. We assess the

amount of conflict with people with

whom a student also chose to spend

time (which we use here as a proxy for

friendship), as opposed to conflict with

individuals with whom one does not

have an existing friendship. For each

individual, we calculate the number of

times they nominate another student as

someone they have conflict with who

they also nominate as someone with

whom they recently chose to spend time.

Sixteen percent of all outgoing conflict

nominations are of students who were

also nominated as someone with whom

the nominator chose to spend time.

Control Variables

We include several time-varying control

variables that may serve as markers or

determinants of status in middle school.

Perceived age. At both waves, students

reported their relative age appearance,

a measure of relative physical develop-

ment that is positively associated with

participation in conflict (Batsche and

Knoff 1994; Olweus 1993) by answering

the following question: ‘‘People say that

I look . . . younger than/about the same

age as/older than . . . most students in

my grade.’’

Activities and dating. Using a series of

questions that students checked off to

indicate participation and left blank to

indicate lack of participation, at both sur-

vey waves, students reported whether

they participated in sports at school or

outside of school (these were combined

to represent any involvement in sports),

dated other students at the school, and

did lots of homework.

For each of these control variables, we

created four sets of dummy variables to

capture: no participation in either wave,

participation in both waves, participation

in Wave 1 but not Wave 2 (discontinua-

tion), and participation in Wave 2 but

not Wave 1 (adoption).

Analytical Technique

For each of the three main analyses pre-

sented in the following section, we use

change score models, which allow

researchers to examine the effect of

events in two-wave panel data. When

the focus of research is to understand

the effect of an event or transition on an

outcome and the researcher wants to

control for the possibility that exogenous

variables may be affecting the event and

outcome, change score models are appro-

priate and yield more precise estimates

than lagged dependent variable models

(Johnson 2005). The estimates of change

score models are unbiased by measure-

ment error in the outcome or unobserved

heterogeneity in time-invariant differen-

ces between individuals.

In each model, we control for status

and conflict levels at the beginning of

the school year. Because data are drawn

from students in different schools,

school-level fixed effects are included in

10 Social Psychology Quarterly 00(0)



all models to control for the potential

influence of unobserved school-level varia-

bles. We tested for differences in these pro-

cesses by gender and found none, so we

report the results collapsed across gender.

Nonlinearity of relationships. The relation-

ship between change in the key indepen-

dent conflict variables and change in the

betweenness z-score (the network mea-

sure of status) is nonlinear.3 Given that

standard exponential transformations

did not result in the normal distribution

of the residuals, we fit a series of linear

spline regressions to the data (where the

key independent variables are modeled

as having a series of linear relationships

with different slopes with the dependent
variable). The cutoff points for the linear

splines, selected based on inflection

points, are described in the results tables,

and the key results are robust to minor

changes in the choice of cutoff points.

We also tested the results using ordinary

least squares (OLS) regression models

and models with exponential transforma-
tions of the independent variables. The

results are largely the same using these

different models, and we note any differ-

ences in results between the models in

the following section.

Addressing nonindependence of observa-

tions. A concern with using regression
models with network data is that the

assumption of the independence of obser-

vations is violated since observations in

a network are interrelated by definition.

The concern with violating the assump-

tion of independence of observations is

that standard errors will be biased down-

ward. To address this concern, all results

are reported using cluster robust stan-

dard errors, where the clusters in each

school network are calculated based on

different clustering algorithms (either

edge betweenness or walktrap methods,

calculated using the igraph package in

R). The logic of this approach is based

on the assumption, demonstrated in

a large body of empirical work, that the

characteristics and behavior of individu-

als, including status and perceived con-

flict, are likely to be more similar between

people who spend time together and thus

report ties to each other. Clusters repre-

sent groups within the school of students

with more dense ties to each other, and

we would assume that characteristics

and behaviors are more similar within

these network clusters. By clustering

standard errors by those clusters, we

attempt to account for the interdependen-

cies between those observations.

The substantive results are the same

regardless of the clustering algorithm,

so we report standard errors clustered

based on subgroups derived from the

edge betweenness method. We also

assessed the results of the analysis using

the nonnetwork measure of conflict (self-

reported conflict) to further demonstrate

that the main results are the same

when eliminating at least one form of net-

work data from the analysis.4

Missing data. Because we use change

score models, we include students who

were observed at both Wave 1 and Wave

2 (N = 21,124). Another 3,067 students

took the survey at either Wave 1 or

Wave 2, but not both. Other students’

nominations of these students (outgoing

ties) were included in all measures

described previously. For example, the

mutual and nonreciprocal conflict varia-

bles were calculated accounting for

whether the nominated student was

3See Appendix A in Supplemental Documents
online for plots of the relationship between
change in status and change in conflict.

4See Appendix B in Supplemental Documents
online for a robustness analysis with a non-net-
work measure of conflict.
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observed in the data set or not. Fourteen

percent of the sample is missing data on

one or more control variables. We use list-

wise deletion for these cases, leaving

18,207 observations for the analyses

when we use control variables. To ensure

that the results are robust to missing

data concerns, we reran all analyses

using multiple imputation for the missing

values on the control variables. The

results (available on request) are the

same as those reported below using list-

wise deletion. We also report the results

without control variables below.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 provides descriptive statistics for

the key conflict variables used in the

three analyses. On average, students

have nearly three conflict nominations

(their own nominations of others and

others nominating them) at Wave 1; this

increases to 3.44 by Wave 2. On average,

students have .56 more conflict nomina-

tions at Wave 2 than at Wave 1.

For the dependent variable, across all

students, the median betweenness z-score

(the network measure of status) at Wave
1 is –.26, with a range from –1.50 to

7.09. At Wave 2, the median betweenness

z-score is –.26, with a range from –1.46 to

11.07. The median change in the between-

ness z-score from Wave 1 to Wave 2, the

key dependent variable, is .009, range

from –7.99 to 10.27. There is substantial

stability in status across the school year
but also notable mobility; for example,

nearly a third of students starting in the

middle tercile of status move upward,

and nearly a third move downward.

How Conflict Affects Status:

Overall Conflict

We now turn to the results from the key

analytical models. Table 2 provides the

results of the linear spline models,

regressing change in status (betweenness

centrality z-scores) on change in the over-

all amount of conflict from Wave 1 to

Wave 2. All models include school-level
fixed effects. Model 1 presents results

with basic controls for Wave 1 status

and the Wave 1 value of the independent

variable; Model 2 includes the full set of

control variables.5

With or without controls, there is a sig-

nificant positive relationship between

more overall conflict nominations at

Wave 2 than Wave 1 and an increase in

status, up to having six more conflict

nominations at Wave 2 than at Wave 1.

Each additional conflict nomination

received or sent at the end of the year

than at the beginning of the year is asso-

ciated with a .37 increase in status. After

six additional conflict nominations at

Wave 2, the relationship between change

in conflict and change in social status

becomes negative. At that point, each

additional conflict nomination is associ-

ated with a .61 decrease in status. We

find support for Hypothesis 1, up to

a threshold, after which having more con-

flict is detrimental to status. The OLS

models without splines adjusting for the

change in the relationship after six more

conflict nominations indicate a significant

positive relationship between change in

conflict and change in status (not shown).

How Conflict Affects Status:

Reciprocal and Nonreciprocal

Conflict

We next examine the relative value of

changes in reciprocal and nonreciprocal

conflict for changes in social status (Mod-

els 1 and 2 in Table 3, without and with

controls, respectively). In neither Model

5See Appendix C in Supplemental Documents
online for descriptive statistics of control varia-
bles used in Tables 2–4.
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1 nor Model 2 do we find a significant

relationship between change in the num-

ber of reciprocal conflict nominations. In

Model 1, without the full set of controls,
we find a significant, positive relationship

between having more nonreciprocal

incoming conflict nominations from other

students at Wave 2 than at Wave 1 and

status, between the lowest values of the

range up to 5 more nonreciprocal incom-

ing conflict nominations.

In Model 2, however, which includes

the full set of controls, this positive rela-

tionship is no longer statistically signifi-

cant. The only effect that remains signifi-

cant is having five or more additional

nonreciprocal incoming conflict nomina-

tions, which is associated with a .67

decrease in status. When using OLS mod-

els with a squared term for nonreciprocal

incoming nominations to account for the

functional form of the relationship, we

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Key Independent Variables, N = 21,124

Number of Conflict Nominations Mean
Standard
Deviation Range

Mean
Proportion
of Conflict

Nominations

Overall conflict nominations, W1 2.88 3.00 0–41
Self-reported conflict, W1 .19 .39 0–1
Number of overlapping conflict and spend

time nominations, W1
.31 .99 0–5 .16

Number of mutual conflict nominations, W1 .14 .42 0–5 .11
Number of nonreciprocal outgoing

nominations, W1
1.29 1.60 0–5 .89

Number of nonreciprocal incoming
nominations, W1

1.26 1.99 0–38 .89

Overall conflict nominations, W2 3.44 3.49 0–46
Self-reported conflict, W2 .24 .43 0–1
Number of overlapping conflict and spend

time nominations, W2
.24 .84 0–5 .12

Number of mutual conflict nominations, W2 .20 .54 0–5 .14
Number of nonreciprocal outgoing

nominations, W2
1.45 1.63 0–5 .86

Number of nonreciprocal incoming
nominations, W2

1.46 2.39 0–46 .87

Change: Overall conflict nominations .55 2.95 218 to 30
Self-reported conflict at W1 only .09 .29 0–1
Self-reported conflict at W2 only .14 .35 0–1
Self-reported conflict at both W1 and W2 .09 .29 0–1
Change: Number of overlapping conflict and

spend time nominations
2.07 1.11 25 to 5

Change: Number of mutual conflict
nominations

.06 .60 24 to 5

Change: Number of nonreciprocal outgoing
nominations

.16 1.8 25 to 5

Change: Number of nonreciprocal incoming
nominations

.20 1.93 218 to 29

Note: W1 = Wave 1; W2 = Wave 2.
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find a significant relationship between

the first order term for change in nonre-

ciprocal incoming nominations and

increase in status. Thus, we find limited

support for Hypothesis 2, that an increase

in nonreciprocal conflict nominations

from schoolmates from Wave 1 to Wave

2 is associated with an increase in social

Table 2. Linear Spline Regression of Change in Status (Betweenness Centrality z-score) on
Change in Overall Conflict (Number of Nominations)

Overall Conflict (Network Measure)

Model 1
Basic Controls

Model 2
All Controls

Difference in overall conflict nominations (up to 6
additional nominations)

.49

.06
*** .37

.07
***

Difference in overall conflict nominations (over 6
additional nominations)

2.43
.20

* 2.61
.24

*

W1 betweeness (z-score) 2.61 *** 2.63 ***
.01 .01

W1 overall conflict nominations .01 *** .00
.00 .00

Appear older W1 and W2 — .05 **
.02

Appear older W1 only (appear older at neither wave =
reference)

— 2.01
.03

Appear older W2 only — .05 *
.02

Lots of time spent on homework W1 and W2 — .01
.02

Lots of time spent on homework W1 only (not much
time on homework at either wave = reference)

— 2.02
.02

Lots of time spent on homework W2 only — .00
.02

Sports in or outside of school W1 and W2 — .07 ***
.02

Sports in or outside of school W1 only (sports in school
at neither wave = reference)

— .02
.03

Sports in or outside of school W2 only — .08 **
.03

Dating W1 and W2 — .21 ***
.02

Dating W1 only (dating at neither wave = reference) — .05
.03

Dating W2 only — .25 ***
.02

Intercept 2.40 *** 2.41 ***
.05 .06

Adjusted R2 .30 .31
Degrees of freedom 21,064 18,135

Note: Standard errors beneath coefficients, clustered by network clusters. Models control for school-level
fixed effects. W1 = Wave 1; W2 = Wave 2.
*p \ .05. **p \ .01. ***p \ .001 (two-tailed test).

14 Social Psychology Quarterly 00(0)



Table 3. Linear Spline Regression of Change in Status (Betweenness Centrality z-score) on
Change in Reciprocal and Nonreciprocal Conflict (Number of Nominations)

Reciprocal and Nonreciprocal Conflict

Model 1
Basic Controls

Model 2
All Controls

Difference in reciprocal nominations (up to no
change [0] in nominations)

.16

.13
.25
.14

Difference in reciprocal nominations (from no
change to 4 additional nominations)

.12

.14
.13
.14

Difference in reciprocal nominations (over 4
additional nominations)

.21

.23
.32
.29

Difference in nonreciprocal incoming nominations
(up to 2 additional nominations)

.30

.13
* .24

.13
Difference in nonreciprocal incoming nominations

(from 2 to 5 additional nominations)
.26
.12

* .17
.12

Difference in nonreciprocal incoming nominations
(over 5 additional nominations)

2.59
.27

* 2.67
.32

*

Difference in nonreciprocal outgoing nominations
(up to 4 fewer nominations [–4])

2.09
.05

2.09
.05

Difference in nonreciprocal outgoing nominations
(over –4 nominations)

.31

.06
*** .26

.07
**

W1 betweeness (z-score) 2.61 *** 2.63 **
.01 .01

Appear older W1 and W2 — .05 **
.02

Appear older W1 only (appear older at neither
wave = reference)

— 2.01
.03

Appear older W2 only — .05 *
.02

Lots of time spent on homework W1 and W2 — 2.00
.02

Lots of time spent on homework W1 only (not much
time on homework at either wave = reference)

— 2.02
.02

Lots of time spent on homework W2 only — 2.01
.02

Sports in or outside of school W1 and W2 — .07 **
.02

Sports in or outside of school W1 only (sports in
school at neither wave = reference)

— .02
.03

Sports in or outside of school W2 only — .08 **
.03

Dating W1 and W2 — .22 ***
.02

Dating W1 only (dating at neither wave = reference) — .05
.03

Dating W2 only — .25 ***
.02

Number of reciprocal conflict nominations, W1 .02 .02
.03 .03

(continued)
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status throughout the school year. There

may be a limit on the value of this type

of conflict for social status mobility.

Finally, we find a strong, positive rela-

tionship between additional nonrecipro-

cal outgoing conflict nominations at

Wave 2 and an increase in status (from

–4 to 15 Wave 2 nominations compared

to Wave 1 nominations). Within this

range, each additional nonreciprocal out-

going conflict nomination is associated

with a .26 increase in status (Model 2,

Table 3). This relationship is significant

and positive in a standard OLS model

(not shown). We did not predict this find-

ing based on the original proposition.

How Conflict Affects Status: Conflict

with Friends

Finally, we turn to a test of the relative

impact of having more conflict with other

students who are also friends (people

nominated as those one chose to spend

time with). In Table 4, Models 1 and 2

present the results without and with full

controls. For the section of the distribu-

tion between –4 and 13 Wave 2 conflict

nominations of friends relative to Wave

1, in either Model 1 or Model 2, there is

no relationship between having more con-

flict with friends and change in status.

This result is the same using OLS models

without the linear splines (not shown).

As a robustness check of these results,

we also examine models where conflict

with friends is assessed using a different

network generator, best friends (‘‘This is

my best friend [or these are my two best

friends] at this school’’). This generator

question was capped at two nominations.

When we replicate the analysis of the

effect of conflict with friends using this

measure of the number of conflict nomi-

nations with friends (not shown), we

again find that there is no effect of con-

flict with friends on change in status

over the school year. We do not find sup-

port for Hypothesis 3, that having more

conflict with friends is associated with

status gains.

CONCLUSION

Summary

Researchers have examined the relation-

ship between status and aggression and

general patterns of social status mobility

in schools. This article uses Gould’s theo-

ries of the sources of interpersonal

Table 3. (continued)

Reciprocal and Nonreciprocal Conflict

Model 1
Basic Controls

Model 2
All Controls

Number of nonreciprocal incoming conflict
nominations, W1

.01 * .00

.00 .00
Number nonreciprocal outgoing conflict

nominations, W1
.03 *** .03 ***
.01 .00

Intercept 2.58 ** 2.67 ***
.18 .19

Adjusted R2 .31 .32
Degrees of freedom 21,056 18,127

Note: Standard errors beneath coefficients, clustered by network clusters. Models control for school-level
fixed effects. W1 = Wave 1; W2 = Wave 2.
*p \ .05. **p \ .01. ***p \ .001 (two-tailed test).

16 Social Psychology Quarterly 00(0)



Table 4. Linear Spline Regression of Change in Status (Betweenness Centrality z-score) on
Change in Conflict with Friends (Number of Nominations)

Conflict with Friends

Model 1
Basic Controls

Model 2
All Controls

Difference in number of conflict nominations with
friends (up to 4 fewer nominations [–4])

2.12
.07

2.16
.08

*

Difference in number of conflict nominations with
friends (from –4 to 3 additional nominations)

.03

.10
2.02

.10
Difference in number of conflict nominations with

friends (from 3 to 4 additional nominations)
2.05

.10
2.14

.11
Difference in number of conflict nominations with

friends (over 4 additional nominations)
.05
.10

2.03
.11

W1 betweeness (z-score) 2.60 *** 2.63 ***
.01 .01

Appear older W1 and W2 — .05 **
.02

Appear older W1 only (appear older at neither
wave = reference)

— 2.01
.03

Appear older W2 only — .05 *
.02

Lots of time spent on homework W1 and W2 — .01
.02

Lots of time spent on homework W1 only (not much
time on homework at either wave = reference)

— 2.02
.02

Lots of time spent on homework W2 only — .00
.02

Sports in or outside of school W1 and W2 — .07 ***
.02

Sports in or outside of school W1 only (sports in
school at neither wave = reference)

— .02
.03

Sports in or outside of school W2 only — .08 **
.03

Dating W1 and W2 — .22 ***
.02

Dating W1 only (dating at neither wave = reference) — .05
.03

Dating W2 only — .25 ***
.02

Number of conflict nominations with friends, W1 .01 .01
.01 .01

Total conflict nominations, W1 .00 2.00
.00 .00

Intercept .02 2.04
.08 .09

Adjusted R2 .30 .31
Degrees of freedom 21,061 18,132

Note: Standard errors beneath coefficients, clustered by network clusters. Models control for school-level
fixed effects. W1 = Wave 1; W2 = Wave 2.
*p \ .05. **p \ .01. ***p \ .001 (two-tailed test).
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conflict (2003) and status hierarchies

(2002) to develop three propositions about

how conflict with group members shapes

social status. We ask whether the rela-

tionship between conflict and status

mobility in schools varies based on the
amount of conflict youth report having

with their schoolmates and type of con-

flict relations.

We find that change in the amount of

overall conflict students have with school-

mates is positively associated with

change in social status (in line with

Hypothesis 1), but only up to a certain
threshold. We suspect that this finding

reflects the fact that conflict with peers

is a common and normal feature of group

life but that there are limits on the extent

to which participation in conflict is com-

mon. Having too much conflict may be

indicative of inappropriate or unwanted

social behavior that becomes interpreted
differently by peers. Since highly aggres-

sive youth are not well liked by their

peers (Prinstein and Cillessen 2003), too

much conflict can result in loss of status

throughout the school year.

We find only limited support for the

proposition that receiving more nonreci-

procated conflict nominations from
schoolmates during the year is associated

with increases in status (Hypothesis 2).

The value of nonreciprocal incoming con-

flict nominations to improving social sta-

tus is limited to a small number of addi-

tional nominations. Contrary to our

expectations, we find a strong, positive

relationship between additional outgoing
conflict nominations of schoolmates who

do not reciprocate those nominations

and changes in status across the year.

In contrast to our expectations based

on Gould’s observation of the relationship

between friendship and conflict (Hypoth-

esis 3), perceiving more conflict with

friends (measured by deciding to spend
time with someone and as ‘‘best friends’’)

does not significantly affect status.

Signaling Participation in the Social

Scene: An Alternative Mechanism

Linking Conflict and Social Status

Based on this evidence, we propose that

while it may sometimes make sense to

think of conflict as a strategic resource

for acquiring status through establishing

dominance over others, as suggested by

Gould and other scholars, we should

also consider a mechanism where conflict

among adolescents serves to signal broad

participation in the school’s social scene.

If conflict and aggression contribute to

social status gains through the accrual of

dominance over others, then students

should gain status when they induce def-

erence from socially appropriate targets.

An assumption of previous work is that

students make deliberate decisions about

how much negative attention to give

others relative to how much negative

attention they receive. Previous work

also assumes that students decide with

whom to initiate conflict to maximize

their potential social status. They can, of

course, err in their calculations or in their

execution, but this mechanism implies

some type of rational decision making.

According to the dominance mecha-

nism and our original prediction, we

would expect that receiving more defer-

ence from others in the form of incoming,

nonreciprocated conflict nominations

should be associated with status gains.

This differential attention can indicate

that the nominated individual is higher

status; the behavioral manifestation of

this differential attention can create

shared perceptions (by both the involved

parties and by other students) that the

nominated individual is indeed higher

status. Similarly, if having conflict with

friends provides an opportunity for estab-

lishing dominance because relative status

is unclear, we would expect that having

more of that type of conflict should be

associated with status gains, assuming
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that more opportunities for establishing

dominance elicits some displays of defer-

ence from others. We find, however, that

neither of these is true. Instead, we find

that having conflict, including unrecipro-

cated outgoing conflict, a deferential ges-

ture, and having conflict regardless of
social proximity to the target, is associ-

ated with status gains.

Consequently, we propose a mecha-

nism whereby conflict signals participa-

tion in the social scene. With whom you

have conflict and the unreciprocated

nature of conflict matters less than sim-

ply participating in conflict and ‘‘being

in the mix’’ of school social life (Shepherd

and Lane 2019). In this social scene mech-

anism of conflict, by perceiving and par-

ticipating in conflict broadly—namely,

not having strategic conflict with specific

others or not avoiding unreciprocated sta-

tus conferring gestures toward other stu-

dents—students signal their willingness

to be a player in the scene of school social

life.

Being part of the social scene makes

students more visible to others, making

them better known in a school and some-

one worth forming a connection with.

Qualitative evidence we collected along

with this quantitative data set about

how students experience conflict also sup-

ports this type of account. Students often

experience conflict as lacking a clear

instigator or a clear ‘‘winner,’’ and other

students often pay more attention to the

fact that someone was involved in con-

flict, instead of who ‘‘won’’ or ‘‘lost’’

a peer conflict. Therefore, whom you chal-

lenge, and whether you strategically cali-

brate the amount of negative attention

you give others, matters less for status

than simply participating in conflict.

Based on the social scene mechanism,

conflict as an index of participation in

the social scene leads to social status

mobility through providing more opp-

ortunities for visibility and creating

connections to others in school. Because

Gould’s theories focus on the origins of

conflict (and conditions that make it

more likely to arise), but not on whether

or how conflict affects status mobility,

this research does not provide a direct

test of Gould. This research also does

not provide a definitive test of the domi-

nance mechanism compared to the social

scene mechanism. Indeed, the dominance

mechanism may operate in some groups

under some conditions, while the social

scene mechanism may be more important

in other groups under other conditions.

Here, we suggest an alternative pathway

by which conflict and aggression lead to

status gains in the context of schools

than has been proposed in previous

empirical work. We expect that future

work, especially qualitative work, can

shed light on the conditions under which,

or the students for whom, a social scene

mechanism better explains status gains

compared to a dominance mechanism.

Specifically, qualitative research could

provide insight into how students inter-

pret and evaluate conflict and aggression

by their peers.

Limitations and Future Directions

Our key contribution is to theorize and

test the role of conflict in shaping social

status. Other research has examined the

reverse relationship, how social status

influences the amount and expression of

conflict. We acknowledge that it is likely

that the relationship between conflict

and status is bidirectional: Participation

in conflict can affect status mobility, and

a student’s new status position in turn

may affect his or her subsequent involve-

ment in conflict.

A small number of studies have empir-

ically examined how conflict and aggres-

sion affect status using longitudinal

data. A challenge to directly comparing

the results of empirical work in this
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area is the multiplicity of measures of sta-

tus and of conflict, aggression, and dis-

plays of dominance. Researchers who

use student network data to measure sta-

tus use different network centrality

measures (e.g., proximity prestige, as do

Andrews et al. 2017, or total incoming

nominations). Researchers have elected

to use nonnetwork measures of status as

well: Faris (2012) used yearbook acco-

lades. It is likely that these different

measures of status, whether network-

based or nonnetwork-based, are the

source of divergent findings, suggesting

that future empirical work should con-

tinue to explore the relationship between

different metrics and social status in

groups.6

How to best measure conflict and

aggression and how broad of a net to

cast when assessing negative peer inter-

actions and relationships are also not

yet settled. Previous work asked students

to nominate other students who exhibit

particular forms of aggression (e.g., rela-

tional, reputational, or overt) in general

or specifically toward the respondent, or

asked students to identify students

toward whom they exhibited aggression.

The measure we use here is particu-

larly broad and open to multiple defini-

tions by students. The survey question

prompted students to think about a bidi-

rectional relationship (‘‘someone you

have conflict with’’), but the measure is

not bidirectional in practice—there is

a very low rate of mutual conflict nomina-

tions. Some students likely understood

conflict to include minor negative interac-

tions, while other students likely
reserved the designation for only extreme

negative relationships. This definition

has the benefit of being expansive in

a way that relationships involving dis-

plays of aggression may not be, but it

also leads to imprecision about what spe-

cific manifestations of conflict may be

most closely linked to social status mobil-
ity. For example, the measure cannot

capture the distinction between reputa-

tional and physical aggression (e.g.,

Faris 2012).

Previous work has carefully docu-

mented different types of negative, peer-

directed behaviors and their relationship

to social outcomes using nominations.
Measures of negative behaviors based on

peer nominations are particularly valu-

able for understanding the contours of

adolescent social life because they provide

information about to and from whom

these behaviors are directed. These peer

nomination measures, by virtue of how

they are asked and how individuals recall
events while completing these types of

measures (e.g., Freeman, Romney, and

Freeman 1987), also elicit understand-

ings of general relationships between stu-

dents, in addition to specific behaviors.

Future work in this area might theo-

rize not just about what types of negative

behaviors matter in adolescent social life
(e.g., physical compared to reputational

aggression) but also how adolescents

understand negative peer experiences in

light of how they understand their rela-

tionships with others and vice versa.

The operationalization of status and con-

flict, aggression, and negative relation-

ships would benefit from additional qual-
itative work in schools to guide the choice

of metrics.

6When we replicate the analyses reported here
using change in the number of incoming friend-
ship nominations or eigenvector centrality,
a weighted measure of nominations based on
the relative rank of the nominees, as the outcome,
we find the opposite results as reported here:
More conflict is associated with a decrease in
these measures of centrality over time. These
reports corroborate the findings of Prinstein and
Cillessen (2003), who use a measure of peer pref-
erence nominations as their measure of status.
The authors suggest that youth do not like to
hang out with highly aggressive peers, therefore
being aggressive can lead to being less well liked
by others.
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We additionally acknowledge that

there are alternative methods for model-

ing network data than the traditional

regression methods we use here. We con-

sidered these other methods, including

both static and dynamic exponential ran-

dom growth models and stochastic actor-

based models. For a variety of both theo-

retical and practical reasons, we elected

not to analyze our data with them, and

we instead account for the interdepen-

dence of our data in other ways. The use

of these other types of models with the

data we use here would provide impor-

tant leverage on related questions of

interest, including, for example, how

school-level social hierarchies might be

differently structured as a result of the

amount and patterns of conflict within

a school.
Another important question that

researchers can explore is how contextual

factors might influence the nature of the

relationship between conflict and social

status mobility in schools. For instance,

given the influence of school culture on

student behaviors, it is important to con-

sider how the ‘‘culture of conflict’’ at the

school level might matter for the rela-

tionship between conflict and status

mobility in schools. Conflict with peers

may be a reflection of active participa-

tion in the social scene and beneficial to

status in schools with stronger cultures

of conflict but not in schools without

widespread social support for conflict

behaviors.

Broader Implications

Because adolescents are particularly con-

cerned with status and bullying behav-

iors tend to peak in middle school (Collins

2009), knowing how conflict affects status

mobility is an important first step in

understanding adolescent conflict. While

psychologists suggest that youth who

are aggressive are maladjusted and that

aggression is antisocial, our study, among

others, demonstrates that the relation-

ship between conflict and status is more

complex. Indeed, participation in conflict

is associated with social status in school.

Rather than being antisocial, participa-

tion in appropriate amounts of conflict

with schoolmates may be an expression

of social integration in school life.

School administrators and teachers

would be well served to consider whether

the amount and types of conflict relations

in schools are a reflection of active partic-

ipation in school life or a reflection of

more serious instances of negative inter-

personal behaviors. These distinctions

are important in considering the types of

interventions that might best benefit stu-

dents in schools.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We are grateful to Lauren Krivo, Paul McLean,

the SPQ editors, and the anonymous reviewers

for valuable feedback on this project. We thank
Guang Zhu for research assistance. The data set
used in this article (available at ICPSR, https://
doi.org/10.3886/ICPSR37070.v1) was collected by
Elizabeth Levy Paluck and Hana Shepherd and
funded by grants from the W.T. Grant Founda-
tion Scholars Program, Canadian Institute for
Advanced Research, Princeton Educational
Research Section, the Russell Sage Foundation,
the Rutgers Research Council, the National Sci-
ence Foundation, and the Spencer Foundation.
Please contact the authors for analysis code and
further study information.

ORCID iDs

Laura M. Callejas https://orcid.org/0000-0002-
6238-7314
Hana Shepherd https://orcid.org/0000-0003-
4491-6400

SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIAL

Additional supporting information may be
found at https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/
10.1177/0190272519876936

Conflict as a Social Status Mobility Mechanism 21



REFERENCES

Andrews, Naomi C. Z., Laura D. Hanish, and
Carlos E. Santos. 2017. ‘‘Does an Aggres-
sor’s Target Choice Matter? Assessing
Change in the Social Network Prestige of
Aggressive Youth.’’ Aggressive Behavior
43:364–74.

Batsche, George M., and Howard M. Knoff.
1994. ‘‘Bullies and Their Victims: Under-
standing a Pervasive Problem in the
Schools.’’ School Psychology Review
23(2):165–74.

Bearman, Peter, and Paolo Parigi. 2004.
‘‘Cloning Headless Frogs and Other Impor-
tant Matters: Conversation Topics and Net-
work Structure.’’ Social Forces 82:535–57.

Benard, Stephen. 2013. ‘‘Reputation Systems,
Aggression, and Deterrence in Social Inter-
action.’’ Social Science Research 42:230–45.

Benard, Stephen. 2015. ‘‘The Value of Venge-
fulness: Reputational Incentives for Initiat-
ing Verses Reciprocating Aggression.’’
Rationality and Society 27(2):129–60.

Berger, Joseph, and Morris Zelditch, Jr. 1998.
Status, Power, and Legitimacy: Strategies
and Theories. Abingdon, OX and New
York, NY: Transaction Publishers.

Burt, Ronald S. 1992. Structural Holes: The
Social Structure of Competition. Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Cohen, Dov, and Richard E. Nisbett. 1996. Cul-
ture of Honor: The Psychology of Violence in
the South. Boulder, CO: Westview Press Inc.

Collins, Randall. 2009. Violence: A Micro-
Sociological Theory. Princeton, NJ: Prince-
ton University Press.

Faris, Robert. 2012. ‘‘Aggression, Exclusivity,
and Status Attainment in Interpersonal
Networks.’’ Social Forces 90(4):1207–35.

Faris, Robert, and Diane Felmlee. 2011. ‘‘Sta-
tus Struggles: Network Centrality and
Gender Segregation in Same- and Cross-
Gender Aggression.’’ American Sociological
Review 76(1):48–73.

Faulkner, Robert R. 2009. ‘‘On Sensitizing
Concepts.’’ Pp. 79–91 in Ethnographies
Revisited: Constructing Theory in the Field,
edited by A. J. Puddephatt, W. Shaffir, and
S. W. Kleinknecht. London and New York:
Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group.

Felmlee, Diane, and Robert Faris. 2016. ‘‘Toxic
Ties: Networks of Friendship, Dating, and
Cyber Victimization.’’ Social Psychology
Quarterly 79(3):243–62.

Fiske, Susan T. 2010. ‘‘Interpersonal Stratifi-
cation: Status, Power, and Subordination.’’

Pp. 941–82 in Handbook of Social Psychol-
ogy. 5th ed., edited by S. T. Fiske, D. T. Gil-
bert, and & G. Lindzey. New York: Wiley.

Freeman, Linton C., A. Kimball Romney, and
Sue C. Freeman. 1987. ‘‘Cognitive Struc-
ture and Informant Accuracy.’’ American
Anthropologist 89(2):311–25.

Goode, William J. 1978. The Celebration of
Heroes: Prestige as a Social Control System.
Berkeley, CA: University of California
Press.

Gould, Roger V. 2002. ‘‘The Origins of Status
Hierarchies: A Formal Theory and Empiri-
cal Test.’’ American Journal of Sociology
107(5):1143–78.

Gould, Roger V. 2003. Collision of Wills: How
Ambiguity about Social Rank Breeds Con-
flict. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago
Press.

Johnson, David. 2005. ‘‘Two-Wave Panel Anal-
ysis: Comparing Statistical Methods for
Studying the Effects of Transitions.’’ Jour-
nal of Marriage and Family 67(4):1061–75.

Laursen, Brett, and Gwen Pursell. 2009. ‘‘Con-
flict in Peer Relationships.’’ Pp. 267–81 in
Social, Emotional, and Personality Develop-
ment in Context: Handbook of Peer Interac-
tions, Relationships, and Groups, edited by
K. H. Rubin, W. M. Bukowski, and B.
Laursen. New York, NY: The Guilford Press.

Li, Yan, and Michelle F. Wright. 2014. ‘‘Ado-
lescents’ Social Status Goals: Relationships
to Social Status, Insecurity, and Prosocial
Behavior.’’ Journal Youth Adolescence
43:146–60.

Love, Tony P., and Jenny L. Davis. 2014. ‘‘The
Effect of Status on Role-Taking Accuracy.’’
American Sociological Review 79:824–43.

Magee, Joe C., and Adam D. Galinsky. 2008.
‘‘Social Hierarchy: The Self-Reinforcing
Nature of Power and Status.’’ Academy of
Management Annals 2(1):351–98.

Martin, John Levi. 2009a. ‘‘Formation and
Stabilization of Vertical Hierarchies among
Adolescents: Towards a Quantitative Ethol-
ogy of Dominance Among Humans.’’ Social
Psychology Quarterly 72(3):241–64.

Martin, John Levi. 2009b. Social Structures.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Mazur, Allan. 2005. Biosociology of Dominance
and Deference. Lanham, MD: Rowman &
Littlefield Publishers.

Merton, Robert K. 1968. ‘‘The Matthew Effect
in Science.’’ Science 159:56–63.

Olweus, Dan. 1993. Bullying at School: What
We Know and What We Can Do. Malden,
MA: Blackwell Publishing.

22 Social Psychology Quarterly 00(0)



Paluck, Elizabeth Levy, Hana Shepherd, and
Peter A. Aronow. 2016. ‘‘Changing Cli-
mates of Conflict: A Social Network Exper-
iment in 56 Schools.’’ Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences 113:566–71.

Park, Patrick S., and Yong-hak Kim. 2017.
‘‘Reciprocation under Status Ambiguity:
How Dominance Motives and Spread of
Status Value Shape Gift Exchange.’’ Social
Networks (47):142–56.

Peets, Kätlin, and Ernest V.E. Hodges. 2014.
‘‘Is Popularity Associated with Aggression
toward Socially Preferred or Marginalized
Targets?’’ Journal of Experimental Child
Psychology 124:112–23.

Prinstein, Mitchell J., and Antonius N. H. Cil-
lessen. 2003. ‘‘Forms and Functions of Ado-
lescent Peer Aggression Associated with
High Levels of Peer Status.’’ Merrill-
Palmer Quarterly 49(3):310–42.

Ridgeway, Cecilia L. 2014. ‘‘Why Status Mat-
ters for Inequality.’’ American Sociological
Review 79:1–16.

Ridgeway, Cecilia L., and Shelley J. Correll.
2004. ‘‘Unpacking the Gender System: A
Theoretical Perspective on Gender Beliefs
and Social Relations.’’ Gender & Society
18:510–31.

Ridgeway, Cecilia L., and Shelley J. Correll.
2006. ‘‘Consensus and the Creation of Sta-
tus Beliefs.’’ Social Forces 85:431–53.

Shepherd, Hana, and Jeffrey Lane. 2019. ‘‘In
the Mix: Social Integration and Social
Media Adoption.’’ Social Science Research
82:1–17.

Skvoretz, John, and Thomas J. Fararo. 2016.
‘‘Status and Interaction: A Stochastic
Model for the Measurement of Macro-
Status Value and the Determination of
Micro-Status Ranking in Task Group
Interaction.’’ Socius 2. doi:10.1177/
2378023115621561

Smith, Jeffrey A., and Robert Faris. 2015.
‘‘Movement without Mobility: Adolescent
Status Hierarchies and the Contextual
Limits of Cumulative Advantage.’’ Social
Networks 40:139–53.

Willer, Robb, Bridget Conlon, Christabel L.
Rogalin, and Michael T. Wojnowicz. 2013.

‘‘Overdoing Gender: A Test of the Mascu-
line Overcompensation Thesis.’’ American
Journal of Sociology 118(4):980–1022.

BIOS

Laura M. Callejas is a doctoral candi-
date in the Department of Sociology at

Rutgers University. Her research inter-

ests are in the sociology of education

with a focus on adolescent behaviors in

schools. She is an organizational consul-

tant with the School Climate Transforma-

tion Project (SCTP) at Rutgers Univer-

sity, where she provides consultation,
coaching, and training to school leader-

ship teams to engage in data-driven stra-

tegic planning related to school climate

improvement. She also contributes to

the investigation of key predictors of pos-

itive school climate in primary and sec-

ondary schools.

Hana Shepherd is an assistant profes-

sor of sociology at Rutgers University.

She specializes in the study of culture

and cognition, social networks, and

organizations to study how social pro-

cesses at different levels of analysis con-

tribute to cultural change. She uses

diverse methods, including network anal-
ysis, lab and field-based experiments,

interviews, and archival research. Her

current projects examine how local gov-

ernments enforce labor protections, and

how organizational practices shape net-

works in low-wage jobs. Her recent work

appears in Journal of Marriage and the

Family, Poetics, Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences, and Socio-

logical Forum.

Conflict as a Social Status Mobility Mechanism 23


