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The Quantity and Variety Across Domains of Psychological and Social
Assets Associated With School Victimization

Michela Lenzi, Michael J. Furlong, Erin Dowdy,
and Jill Sharkey

University of California–Santa Barbara

Gianluca Gini and Gianmarco Altoè
University of Padova

Objective: Studies on protective factors for school victimization are rare and usually focus on specific
assets. The current study examined the association between quantity and variety of domains of devel-
opmental assets and school victimization in adolescence. Method: Data were drawn from the California
Healthy Kids Survey (CHKS; N � 11,790 high school students attending 17 schools). The Social and
Emotional Health Survey–Secondary (SEHS-S) was administered as part of a federally funded school
climate initiative in the spring of 2013. A mixed-effects modeling approach tested associations between
configurations of assets and school victimization. Results: Adolescents reporting a higher quantity of
assets in multiple domains had a lower likelihood of experiencing physical and relational victimization
and fear of being victimized in school compared to youth having zero assets. Conclusions: Results
supported the importance of considering the quantity of psychological and social assets and also the
variety of assets across multiple domains. Interventions promoting multiple protective factors in multiple
areas of youths’ lives may have the highest likelihood of impacting adolescent well-being.

Keywords: configuration protective model, developmental assets, resilience, school victimization, Social
Emotional Health Survey

Victimization in schools encompasses a range of behaviors that
occur in the school setting, including physical aggression (e.g.,
being pushed or hit) and nonphysical behaviors such as being
verbally abused and social isolation (Swearer, Espelage, Vaillan-
court, & Hymel, 2010). Previous studies of school violence have
mostly focused on risk factors and consequences of violence
perpetration, with fewer studies giving attention to factors that
protect youths from victimization’s effects. Studies that have fo-
cused on protective factors typically examine their independent
associations with victimization, without considering their com-
bined influences. To develop effective interventions to prevent
school victimization, there is a need to better understand the
characteristics of the array of assets adolescents need to reduce
their odds of victimization. Assets are defined as the skills, com-
petences, relationships, and behaviors that nurture adolescents’
well-being and enable them to develop into successful adults.

Recently, scholars questioned the protective power of single
assets as insufficiently reflecting the array of assets adolescents
need to face complex modern-day challenges. According to Larson
and Tran (2014), the integration between youths’ skills and dis-
positions allows them to better understand and cope with many

developmental challenges. This theoretical conceptualization of
positive development argues against single protective assets, and
for sets of competences that allow youths to navigate complex life
challenges, thus buffering them against the development of behav-
ioral and emotional problems and promoting their well-being.
Because there is no consensus on which specific assets are nega-
tively associated with school victimization, and given recent the-
oretical perspectives (Larson & Tran, 2014) that propose that
complex and flexible sets of assets are needed by adolescents to
face the challenges of modern society, in the present study we
examined how the quantity and variety of domains of psycholog-
ical and social assets protect youths from school victimization.
Based on previous research (e.g., Gini, 2008), we distinguished
between different forms of victimization, by examining physical
violence, relational violence, and the fear of victimization in
schools. More specifically, two aspects of the array of psycholog-
ical and social assets are considered: their quantity (i.e., the total
number of single assets possessed by an adolescent) and their
variety across domains (i.e., having assets pertaining to multiple
social-emotional domains). Adolescents’ assets were selected
based on the covitality model, which encompasses 12 internal and
external assets included in four social-emotional health domains
and has been positively associated with positive development in
adolescence (Furlong, You, Renshaw, Smith, & O’Malley, 2014).
The current study examined whether there are ideal combinations
of the covitality assets (in terms of quantity and variety across
domains) that are particularly effective in protecting youths from
various types of school victimization.

Although young people are victims of serious violent crime less
often in school than in other contexts (Mayer & Furlong, 2010),
minor victimizations are common in schools. For example, accord-
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ing to the 2013 United States Youth Risk Behavior Survey, 8.1%
of students in grades 9 through 12 reported having been involved
in a physical fight on their school campus during the year preced-
ing the survey, and 3.1% reported having been injured (i.e., inju-
ries treated by a doctor or nurse) during these fights (Kann et al.,
2014). A broad range of adverse short- and long-term conse-
quences for both adolescent victims and perpetrators are associated
with youth violence. Specifically, school victimization has detri-
mental impacts on youth educational success (Esbensen & Carson,
2009), health (Gini & Pozzoli, 2013), and psychosocial adjustment
(e.g., Reijntjes, Kamphuis, Prinzie, & Telch, 2010); increases
students’ risk of dropping out of school (Peguero, 2011); and is
associated with more frequent alcohol and marijuana use (Wright,
Fagan, & Pinchevsky, 2013). The school context is critical for
adolescents’ development, yet school violence is a worldwide
social problem (Berkowitz, 2014). Schools also represent a micro-
cosm of public life, where adolescents learn how to deal with
aggression and violence, and schools are where most interventions
to prevent youth violent victimization are implemented. For these
reasons, we examined the association between multiple configu-
rations of psychological and social assets (in terms of quantity and
variety across domains) and adolescent violent victimization
within the school environment (operationalized as physical vic-
timization, relational victimization, and fear of victimization from
peers).

Risk and Protection for School Victimization

School violence emerges from the interplay of influences within
a social-ecological framework (Espelage & Swearer, 2004).
Within this framework, along with individual characteristics (such
as self-esteem and personal beliefs about violence), different social
contextual risk factors increase the likelihood of violence involve-
ment, and protective factors make violent behaviors less likely
(Arthur, Hawkins, Pollard, Catalano, & Baglioni, 2002). Empirical
studies of resilience that examined risk and protective factors for
violence involvement (Luthar, Cicchetti, & Becker, 2000) have
mostly focused on how risk factors (or the absence of them) are
associated with violent behaviors. However, there is emerging
empirical evidence that psychological and social assets can protect
youth from involvement in violent behaviors. Scholars refer to
external assets when examining resources of the environments in
which adolescents are embedded (e.g., family support), and to
internal assets when analyzing assets within the individual (e.g.,
empathy).

External Assets: Social Resources

Good family functioning and cohesion (Gorman-Smith, Henry,
& Tolan, 2004) and supportive family structure (Losel & Bender,
2014) protect youth from violence perpetration and victimization
in school. In addition, prosocial peer networks are protective
against involvement with violence, and are associated with high
levels of peer social support (Rothon, Head, Klineberg, & Stans-
feld, 2011), reduced risk-taking behaviors, and/or buffering the
negative consequences of violence exposure on adolescents’ well-
being. In contrast, association with antisocial peers is one of the
strongest predictors of an adolescent’s antisocial and violent be-
havior (Sijtsema, Rambaran, Caravita, & Gini, 2014).

Internal Assets: Psychological Resources

At the individual level, violence-avoidance beliefs have been
found to be negatively associated with perpetrator and perpetrator-
victim status, along with self-efficacy, self-esteem, problem-
solving, and coping skills (Logan-Greene, Nurius, Herting, Walsh,
& Thompson, 2010). Other individual factors that protect against
youth violence include prosocial activities, low neuroticism, high
levels of empathy, and interpersonal competence (Polan, Sieving,
& McMorris, 2013). Besides the influence of single social skill
assets, social-emotional intelligence (SEI) is gaining recognition as
a protective factor against violence. SEI is a constellation of
competences—capability to express oneself, empathy for others’
feelings, capability to develop and maintain social relationships,
and effective coping with everyday difficulties (Durlak, Weiss-
berg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011). Several studies
documented negative associations between emotional intelligence
and violent behavior (e.g., Lomas, Stough, Hansen, & Downey,
2012), which demonstrates that protective factors could also have
a cumulative protective effect against violence.

Cumulative Effects of Risks and Assets

Youths who possess multiple risk factors in multiple domains
(e.g., individual and social environmental) have the highest odds of
involvement in violence (Esbensen, Peterson, Taylor, & Freng,
2009). Esbensen et al. (2009) identified different tipping points at
which the number of risk factors made it much more likely for the
risk behavior to occur. For example, the odds of violence and gang
membership were twice as high for youth with seven versus six
risk factors. Esbensen et al. (2009) also found that having risk
factors in multiple domains (e.g., school and family), rather than a
single domain (e.g., community), increased the odds of violence
and gang membership. These results indicate that the quantity
and/or the variety of risk factors have a role in increasing the risk
of violent behavior.

The cumulative-risk framework has been extended to a
cumulative-assets framework, which has been adopted to study a
wide range of youth quality of life outcomes. For example, the
Search Institute’s 40 Developmental Assets model has shown that
a higher number of external (e.g., supportive parents and social
cohesion in the neighborhood) and internal (e.g., self-efficacy and
social competences) assets is positively associated with positive
outcomes such as academic achievement and subjective well-
being, and negatively associated with risk behaviors such as sub-
stance use and violence perpetration and victimization (Scales,
Benson, Roehlkepartain, Semsa, & Van Dulmen, 2006). However,
some limitations have been highlighted in relation to the 40 De-
velopmental Assets model. Although the extensiveness of the
model makes it comprehensive, it also hampers its validity for
research (because of its limited parsimony) and program imple-
mentation (e.g., by requiring a time-consuming psychological as-
sessment instrument and comprehensive interventions targeting a
high quantity of assets; Furlong, You, et al., 2014). The current
study was designed to examine whether a more efficient number of
assets possessed by an adolescent, and their variety across do-
mains, might contribute to understanding youths’ vulnerability to,
or protection from, violence victimization at school.
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The Covitality Model

Integrating the social–cognitive model, risk and resilience the-
ory, and positive psychology concepts, Furlong, You, et al. (2014)
developed and tested a model of youth developmental status com-
prised of four first-order core social-emotional health domains:
belief-in-self, belief-in-others, emotional competence, and engaged
living (Renshaw et al., 2014). These four domains are based on the
social–cognitive assumption that the meanings of adolescents’
experiences become more important as adolescents’ cognitive
skills become more complex (Berzonsky, 2011), and the positive
psychology’s perspective that social-emotional competencies are
fundamental to live engaging and meaningful lives (e.g., Gillham
et al., 2011). The first domain, belief-in-self, which consists of
constructs drawn primarily from the social-emotional learning
(SEL) literature, includes self-efficacy, self-awareness, and persis-
tence (e.g., Durlak et al., 2011). The second domain, belief-in-
others, comprises school support, peer support, and family coher-
ence, constructs mostly derived from the research on childhood
resilience (e.g., Masten, 2001). Emotional regulation, empathy,
and behavioral regulation are the constructs included in the third
domain: emotional competence, which is also drawn from the SEL
literature (e.g., Zins, Bloodworth, Weissberg, & Walberg, 2007).
The fourth domain, engaged living, is composed of constructs
primarily deriving from the positive youth psychology research,
and includes gratitude, zest, and optimism (e.g., Furlong, Gilman,
& Huebner, 2014). Similar to the developmental assets framework,
these four social emotional health domains include both psycho-
logical (belief-in-self, emotional regulation, engaged living) and
social (belief-in-others) assets (items measuring the different as-
sets and domains are reported in Table 1). Research has found that
a latent trait (called “covitality”), comprising the combination of
these four social-emotional health domains, and measured by the
Social Emotional Health Survey–Secondary (SEHS-S), was sig-
nificantly associated with positive developmental conditions in-
cluding subjective well-being and higher academic success (Fur-
long et al., 2014). Although the covitality index and its
components have been related to positive youth outcomes, addi-
tional research is needed to better understand how these social-
emotional assets are associated with negative life experiences,
such as school victimization.

Study Aims and Hypotheses

Studies have generally focused on specific risk or protective
assets and evaluated their independent effects, but no studies have
evaluated how configurations of the covitality assets organized by
their quantity and/or variety across domains are associated with a
reduced likelihood of violence victimization at school. Recogniz-
ing the need to consider more than one asset at a time, the current
study aimed to set the basis for, and build a better understanding
about, the number of social-emotional assets and variety of assets
across domains needed to reduce the likelihood of school victim-
ization (conceptualized as physical victimization, relational vic-
timization, and fear of victimization in the school environment).
More specifically, similar to what was found for the accumulation
of risk model (Esbensen et al., 2009), we hypothesized that ado-
lescents who possess multiple protective assets (quantity) and have
protective assets in multiple domains (variety of domains) have a
lower risk of being victimized. By testing the role of quantity and

variety of domains of assets in protecting from violence victim-
ization, we wanted to find empirical support for Larson and Tran’s
(2014) perspective that adolescents need an array of assets (opera-
tionalized in this study as number of assets and their variety across
domains) to manage the challenges of modern society.

To test the hypotheses, the association between the assets and
domains and school victimization was examined by considering
the quantity (from 0 to 12) of individual protective assets, and
computing the variety (from 0 to 4) of protective assets across
domains. Finally, although gender is not necessarily associated
with the likelihood of victimization in school (Card, Stucky,
Sawalani, & Little, 2008), evidence shows that boys are more
commonly victims of physical and direct forms of aggression,
whereas girls tend to experience relational victimization (e.g.,
Archer, 2004); for this reason, gender was included as a control
variable. Moreover, considering that the frequency of victimiza-
tion as well as its forms varies across ages (e.g., Sentse, Kret-
schmer, & Salmivalli, 2015), age group was also included in the
analyses.

Method

Participants

Data for the present study were collected at 17 high schools as
part of a biannual statewide requirement to complete the California
Healthy Kids Survey (CHKS), a surveillance assessment of youth
strengths, risks, and well-being that is administered by the Cali-
fornia Department of Education (CDE) and WestEd (Hanson &
Kim, 2007; available from http://chks.wested.org). The partici-
pants in this study attended one of 17 high schools located in eight
urban and suburban California school districts. These high schools
had a total enrollment of 22,703 students. All students were
eligible to complete the surveys, with 12,040 (53.0% of the total
potential sample pool1) providing usable responses for the vari-
ables included in the analyses for this present study (the main
factors involved in nonparticipation were random incomplete dis-
tribution to students, absenteeism, and student time conflicts). The
analyses evaluating the association between the different indica-
tors of protective assets (quantity and variety of domains) and
school victimization were performed on a sample of 11,790 par-
ticipants after listwise deletion from original data to have the same
number in all models.

The sample was balanced across grades (22.7% to 24.9% across
grade levels), gender (51.4% females), with a mean age of 16.0
years (SD � 1.2). Given California’s diverse school population,
questions are asked about a student’s general racial identification
and Hispanic or Latino/a heritage. A majority of the students
identified as Blended (two or more sociocultural groups; 31.6%,
which is common in California) followed by White (21.2%), Black

1 The 53% is compared with official enrollment across all of the high
schools. Unfortunately, the survey collection procedures implemented by
the State Department of Education did not include information about
nonresponders, so that a comparison between the excluded and included
subsamples is not possible. However, the schools distributed surveys to
students without awareness of or regard to this analysis being done, so
there was no chance that any systematic bias was involved in the comple-
tion of the survey by any individual students.
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(9.0%), Asian (7.4%), Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (2.0%),
Alaskan/Native American (2.2%), and no response (26.5%). In
addition, more than one half of these students (57.5%) also iden-
tified as having a Hispanic or Latino/a background. This sample is
generally representative of California’s high school demographics,
although it slightly overrepresented Latino/a students, who make
up 50.7% of the statewide student population (California Depart-
ment of Education, 2013). The percentage of English Learners
ranged from 7% to 68% (Md � 23%), and 38% to 92% (Md �
51%) of the students were listed as being from families that were
considered to be economically disadvantaged.

Measures

School victimization. This study used three school victimiza-
tion items (physical victimization, relational victimization, and
fear of victimization) from the CHKS. The CHKS survey is
modeled on and includes items from the U.S. Youth Risk Behavior

Surveillance Survey (Eaton et al., 2012). Physical victimization
was measured with the item: “During the past 12 months, how
many times on school property have you been pushed, shoved,
slapped, hit, or kicked by someone who wasn’t just kidding
around?” Relational victimization was measured with the item:
“During the past 12 months, how many times on school property
have you been made fun of because of your looks or the way you
talk?” The subjective perception of the fear of violence was mea-
sured with the item: “During the past 12 months, how many times
on school property have you been afraid of being beaten up?”
Responses options were as follows: 1 � 0 times, 2 � 1 time, 3 �
2–3 times, 4 � 4 � times. Students were classified as having
experienced school victimization if they reported being victimized
two or more times in the past year (as in Felix, Sharkey, Green,
Furlong, & Tanigawa, 2011).

Protective assets. The protective assets and domains were
measured using the Social and Emotional Health Survey-

Table 1
Domains, Assets and Items Included in the Social and Emotional Health Survey-Secondary

Domains Assets Items Alpha

Belief-in-self Self-efficacy 1. I can work out my problems .85
2. I can do most things if I try
3. There are many things that I do well

Self-awareness 4. There is a purpose to my life .85
5. I understand my moods and feelings
6. I understand why I do what I do

Persistence 7. When I do not understand something, I ask the teacher again and again until I
understand

.76

8. I try to answer all the questions asked in class
9. When I try to solve a math problem, I will not stop until I find a final solution

Belief-in-others School support At my school, there is a teacher or some other adult. . . .86
10. . . .who always wants me to do my best
11. . . .who listens to me when I have something to say
12. . . . who believes that I will be a success

Family coherence 13. My family members really help and support one another .92
14. There is a feeling of togetherness in my family
15. My family really gets along well with each other

Peer support 16. I have a friend my age who really cares about me .93
17. I have a friend my age who talks with me about my problems
18. I have a friend my age who helps me when I’m having a hard time

Emotional competence Emotional regulation 19. I accept responsibility for my actions .84
20. When I make a mistake I admit it
21. I can deal with being told no

Empathy 22. I feel bad when someone gets their feelings hurt .88
23. I try to understand what other people go through
24. I try to understand how other people feel and think

Behavioral self-control 25. I can wait for what I want .76
26. I don’t bother others when they are busy
27. I think before I act

Engaged living Gratitude Select the answer that best describes how much you have experienced this feeling
“since yesterday”

.94

28. Grateful
29. Thankful
30. Appreciative

Zest How much do you have this feeling right now? .93
31. Energetic
32. Active
33. Lively

Optimism 34. Each day I look forward to having a lot of fun .89
35. I usually expect to have a good day
36. Overall, I expect more good things to happen to me than bad things

Note. For information about the SEHS-S, see www.michaelfurlong.info/social-emotional-health.html.
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Secondary (SEHS-S; Furlong, You, et al., 2014). Each of the 12
individual assets (e.g., self-efficacy) includes three items, for a
total of 36 items (nine items for each of the four domains; see
Table 1 for a listing the 12 assets, four domains, and item response
options). The hierarchal second-order factor structure of the SEHS
was established using both exploratory and confirmation factor
analysis (Furlong, You, et al., 2014) and replicated with indepen-
dent samples (You, Furlong, Dowdy, Renshaw, Smith, &
O’Malley, 2014; You et al., 2015). The factor structure is invariant
for males and females (Furlong, You, et al., 2014), older and
younger adolescents (You et al., 2015), and across sociocultural
groups (You et al., 2015). The subscales measuring the 12 social-
emotional protective assets had good internal reliability in the
current study with alphas ranging from .76 in persistence and
self-control to .94 in gratitude (see Table 1). The alpha for the
covitality index was .95, comparable (.93–.95) to previous studies
(Furlong, You, et al., 2014; You et al., 2014, 2015).

Based on the literature on risk factors (Esbensen et al., 2009;
Farrington & Loeber, 2000), each of the 12 individual assets was
scored as a continuous variable. We then classified individuals as
possessing the asset if their score fell in the top 25% of all
respondents on that particular measure (0 � score 1st–74th per-
centiles and 1 � 75th–99th percentiles). This classification ap-
proach is based on the fact that dichotomization allows equating
the sensitivity of measurement across all variables, which makes it
possible to compare the strengths of the association between
different configurations of assets and school victimization. Finally,
because we were testing new hypotheses, we chose this approach
because it allowed the use of odds ratio (a more realistic and
interpretable measure of strength of association as contrasted to,
e.g., the percentage of explained variance), which simplified the
presentation of results and made the findings easier to interpret by
a wider audience. Two different measures were created to test the
study hypotheses:

1. Quantity of individual covitality assets (range 0–12) was
computed by summing the 12 dichotomous variables
measuring the different assets and creating 12 dummy
variables (to compare youth having a different number of
assets to youth having zero assets).

2. Variety of covitality domains (range 0–4) was computed
by creating dichotomous variables differentiating be-
tween youth having at least one individual asset within
the four different domains (belief-in-self, belief-in-others,
emotional competence, and engaged living) and youth
having zero assets in that particular domain. These vari-
ables were then summed and four dummy variables were
computed (to compare those having at least one asset in
one to four domains to those not having assets in any of
the domains).

Procedures

The CHKS and the SEHS-S were administered to students at
participating schools in a group format, during regular schools
hours in spring of 2013. The procedures to obtain informed con-
sent and to administer the surveys followed standard CHKS protocol
(see chks.wested.org/administer/instructions). Eleven schools admin-
istered the SEHS-S using an online (n � 6,758), anonymous survey

portal created by WestEd and six used paper surveys with an
accompanying Scantron response sheet (n � 5,282). The student
participation rate (compared with total student enrollment) at
schools that completed the online (64.7%) and paper (60.3%)
formats was comparable. In addition, the effect size differences
found when comparing the students who completed the survey via
online and paper formats were negligible in terms of grade level
(Cramer’s V � .04), gender (Cramer’s V � .01), and mean total
SEHS-S raw score (eta2 � .003). All responses were processed by
WestEd and combined into a SPSS file. Whenever the CHKS is
processed, each student’s responses are evaluated against seven
checks for response consistency and extreme responding (see
Furlong, Ritchey, & O’Brennan, 2009). Data were made available
to the researchers after they completed a data sharing agreement
required by the CDE that provided confidentiality and data secu-
rity assurances. Analyses of these anonymous data were exempt
from the University Institutional Review Board on the use of
human subjects.

Analytic Approach

Prevalence of school victimization, as well as protective assets,
were estimated and compared by gender using chi-square tests.
Because data were nested, with adolescents having been sampled
within schools, a mixed-effects modeling approach was used (Jae-
ger, 2008; Pinheiro & Bates, 2000). Specifically, for each dichot-
omous dependent variable two logistic mixed-effects models (i.e.,
one for each protective asset indicator: quantity of assets and
quantity of domains/variety) were performed, with age and sex
used as control variables, and school as a random effect. As a
measure of effect size, we calculated odds ratios for the model
parameters. Analyses were performed using the package lme4
(Bates, Maechler, & Bolker, 2013) of the statistical software R (R
Development Core Team, 2013).

Based on the work of Esbensen et al. (2009), and to obtain the
odd ratios of school victimization associated with different quan-
tity and variety of assets across domains, predictors were opera-
tionalized as dummy variables: this allowed for separate regression
coefficients to be matched for each possible value of the discrete
variable. For example, in relation to quantity of assets, dummy
variables identifying each group were included simultaneously as
predictors in the model and categorized as follows: one asset (1 �
1 asset; 0 � all the other categories); two assets (1 � 2 assets; 0 �
all the other categories), and so forth. By simultaneously including
the 12 dummy variables representing youths possessing 1 to 12
assets in the mixed-effects model, each group was automatically
compared with youth having zero assets. Dummy variables repre-
senting groups of youths with the same number and variety of
assets across domains were created to identify potential tipping
points associated with a different likelihood of school victimiza-
tion (instead of estimating the association between assets and
victimization by considering assets as ordinal variables); the om-
nibus test for the three ordinal independent variables was also
performed and the �2 values are presented in Table 3. These three
models were independently evaluated and compared using the
three different indicators of school victimization as dependent
variables (physical victimization, relational victimization, and fear
of victimization). For each dependent variable, two different mod-
els (i.e., quantity and variety of assets across domains) were
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compared using the Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC; see,
Wagenmakers, 2007). BIC compares non-nested and nested mod-
els, especially for large samples. Given a set of models that share
the same null model, the model with the smallest BIC represents
the best fitting model. Furthermore, to quantify and interpret the
evidence of the best fitting model against the competing models,
the differences between model BICs were evaluated. According to
Raftery (1995; see also Wagenmakers, 2007), a difference in BIC
between 0 and 2 indicates weak evidence, a difference between 2
and 6 indicates positive evidence, a difference between 6 and 10
indicates strong evidence, and a difference larger than 10 indicates
very strong evidence for the best fitting model.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Descriptive statistics are in Table 2. Relational victimization
was the most common form of school victimization, followed by
physical victimization, and fear of being victimized. There was a
positive association between the three forms of school victimiza-
tion examined: physical victimization—fear of victimization, r �
.34, p � .001, physical victimization—relational victimization,
r � .29, p � .001, and relational victimization—fear of victim-
ization, r � .29, p � .001.

Table 2 shows that 18.9% of the students were rated as not
having a high level (in the top 25%) on any of the 12 individual
assets with a gradually decreasing trend from students having one
to 12 of the individual assets. In relation to the variety of the
domains, there was an equal distribution of students reporting to
have at least one individual asset in one to four domains or no
assets.

Association Between Assets and School Victimization

To evaluate the study hypotheses, we ran two independent
logistic regression models with physical victimization, relational
victimization, and fear of victimization in school as dependent
variables. In the first model (Regression Model A), the quantity of
assets was included as a predictor; in the second model (Regres-
sion Model B), the three indicators of school victimization were
regressed on the variety of covitality domains.

Quantity of assets. Table 3 shows the results of the three
regression models for each dependent variable. Regression Model
A presents the association between the quantity of assets and the
likelihood of being a victim of the different forms of violence
examined (all participants with 1 to 12 assets were compared with
those having no assets). The findings revealed a general decrease
in the odd ratios (OR) of being victimized when the students
reported more assets; however, the pattern was not always regular.
Overall, participants reporting between 4 and 9 assets had signif-
icantly lower odds of being victimized compared to youth having
zero assets (with slight differences among the three indicators of
victimization). Moreover, reporting a high level on all 12 assets
appeared to be protective for the different forms of violence
examined: students reporting all 12 assets were almost two times2

more likely to not be victims of physical violence (OR � 0.53),
about 2.4 times more like to not be a victim of relational violence
(OR � 0.41), and more than four times more likely to not report

fear of victimization in school (OR � 0.24). We also note that
having 10 to 11 assets protected students from relational violence
(OR � 0.50 and 0.41, respectively), but not other forms of vic-
timization.

Variety of assets across domains. Regression Model B
shows the results of the association between the variety of assets
across domains and school victimization. In these analyses, par-
ticipants reporting assets in zero domains were compared with
those reporting assets in one to four domains. Overall, we observe
a clear decreasing pattern in the ORs of being victimized as a result
of reporting a higher number of domains. More specifically, stu-
dents having at least one asset in three and four domains had about
a 1.3 to 1.5 times lower likelihood of being victims of physical and
relational violence (OR � 0.74 and 0.72 for students with assets in
three domains, OR � 0.66 for four domains). For fear of victim-
ization, the protective effect of the variety of assets across do-
mains) appears to be stronger: (a) students having an asset in at
least two domains were about 1.4 times less likely (OR � 0.74),
(b) those having at least one asset in three domains were about 1.5
less likely (OR � 0.65), and (c) participants with at least one asset
in all the four domains were more than 2 times less likely (OR �
0.47) to report that they had felt fear of victimization.

As shown in Table 3, Model B (testing variety of assets across
domains, respectively) showed a better fit than Model A (as
measured by the Bayesian Information Criterion), thus giving
support to the importance of the variety of assets across domains
in predicting adolescent victimization.

Discussion

The current study examined the associations among different
configurations of psychological and social assets and school re-
lated violent victimization in adolescence (operationalized as
physical victimization, relational victimization, and fear of victim-
ization on school property). Overall, our findings gave support to
the main hypotheses of the study by demonstrating that adoles-
cents possessing a higher quantity of assets and reporting protec-
tive assets in multiple domains tended to have a lower odds of
victimization.

Relational victimization was the most common form of violence
experienced in the school environment—more commonly experi-
enced among females than males. Physical violence in school was
a more common experience for males. These results are consistent
with prior research. Though gender may not necessarily be a
predictor for aggressive behavior (Card et al., 2008), past findings
indicated that males are commonly victims and perpetrators of
direct forms of aggression, whereas females tend to experience
indirect or relational bullying (e.g., Archer, 2004).

There are a number of ways in which the psychological assets
included in the covitality model might prevent youths from being
victimized: for example, the assets comprised in the belief-in-self

2 When the results are reported in terms of percent difference in likeli-
hood, they have been obtained by subtracting the ORs from 1.0. When they
are reported in terms of “n times less likely,” they have been obtained by
the following calculation: 1.0/OR. We chose to alternate these two ways of
reporting results because by studying protective factors our findings are
mostly composed of ORs lower than 1.0, which are generally less inter-
pretable and intuitive in quantifying the strength of the associations than
ORs above 1.0.
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(i.e., school support, peer support, and family coherence; Cook,
Williams, Guerra, Kim, & Sadek, 2010) and engaged living (i.e.,
gratitude, zest, optimism; Deptula, Cohen, Phillipsen, & Ey, 2006)
domains might discourage violent behaviors because adolescents
having that combination of assets do not represent easy targets;
generally, bullies or aggressive adolescents often choose their
victims among shy and insecure students (e.g., Olweus, 1995).
Moreover, having emotional competencies such as the ability to
regulate one’s own emotions and behaviors and empathy might
together help adolescents react appropriately to aggressive atti-
tudes and behaviors, thus reducing the likelihood of being targeted
as victims of violent acts. Similarly, perceiving social support from
different environments (family, peer, school support) might de-
crease the risk of being victimized because of the consistent
support others provide in coping with violent behaviors (Cook et
al., 2010; Faris & Felmlee, 2014). Although each one of the
psychological and social assets examined in the current study is
theoretically associated with a reduced likelihood of being victim-
ized, our study examined the importance of having a quantity and
variety of psychological and social assets across domains to avoid
school victimization.

Our findings partly supported the first hypothesis regarding the
quantity of assets—when compared with adolescents having no
assets (not classified in the top quartile in any of the 12 assets),
adolescents reporting a greater number of psychological and social
assets had a lower likelihood of being victimized. More specifi-
cally, a general decreasing trend in the risk of being a victim of
violence can be detected—having more assets was associated with
lower odds of school victimization; however, this trend did not
follow a regular pattern across types of victimization. The protec-
tive role of the quantity of psychological and social assets was
similar for physical victimization and the fear of victimization in

school. The findings show that students reporting between 4 and 9
protective assets also reported to have been victimized less fre-
quently and have a lower likelihood of fearing victimization in
school. Although there was not a pronounced decrease in the risk
of physical victimization for adolescents having 4 to 8 assets, a
more gradual trend was detected for perceived fear of victimiza-
tion. Although it is possible to observe a general trend where more
assets correspond to a lower risk of feared or actual physical
victimization in school, there were some exceptions that were not
easy to interpret; for example, possessing two assets appeared to be
enough to protect students from fearing school victimization,
whereas having three or four assets was not significantly associ-
ated with the fear of victimization. Similarly, it is not easy to
interpret why the OR of fearing school victimization is higher for
adolescents having nine assets when compared to adolescents
having eight assets (OR � 0.56 and 0.35, respectively), although
both had a protective effect. Regarding relational victimization in
school, certain quantities of assets seemed to be equally protective:
students reporting between 4 and 6 individual assets had a similar
reduction in the likelihood of becoming a victim of this form of
violence (ranging from 28% and 24%). However, when the num-
ber of psychological and social assets increased, the odds of
experiencing school relational victimization gradually decreased.
On the other hand, reporting high levels on all 12 assets appears to
be beneficial for all forms of violence examined, with the strongest
association in the fear of victimization (characterized by a 76%
reduced likelihood of being victimized). Overall, the findings on
the association between quantity of assets and school victimization
gave only partial support to one of the main assumptions of the
cumulative-assets framework (and, indirectly, to the cumulative-
risks framework; Esbensen et al., 2009): that a higher number of
external and internal assets promotes adolescent positive develop-

Table 2
Descriptive Statistics for the Variables Included in the Study by Gender

Variable
Total %

(N � 12,040)
Males %

(n � 5,846)
Females %
(n � 6,194) �2 �

Physical victimization (2� times) 10.4 11.4 9.4 13.41��� .03���

Relational victimization (2� times) 19.8 15.8 23.6 113.41��� .10���

Fear of victimization (2� times) 5.2 5.0 5.3 .08 .01
Number of covitality assets: Quantity

0 assets 18.9 21.3 16.5 44.32��� .06���

1 asset 17.5 17.4 17.5 .01 .00
2 assets 14.2 12.4 15.8 29.81��� .05���

3 assets 11.6 11.5 11.8 .28 .00
4 assets 8.5 7.7 9.3 9.25�� .03��

5 assets 7.4 7.0 7.7 2.73 .01
6 assets 5.4 5.0 5.8 3.47 .02
7 assets 4.1 3.9 4.3 1.61 .01
8 assets 3.5 3.6 3.3 .81 .01
9 assets 2.8 2.8 2.8 .004 .00
10 assets 2.4 2.6 2.3 .73 .01
11 assets 2.3 3.0 1.6 27.75��� .05���

12 assets 1.5 1.8 1.1 10.18�� .03��

Number of covitality domains: Variety
0 domains 18.9 21.3 16.5 44.32��� .06���

1 domain 22.1 22.0 22.3 .11 .00
2 domains 21.2 19.4 22.9 22.82��� .04���

3 domains 18.0 17.4 18.6 2.87 .01
4 domains 19.8 19.9 19.7 .12 .00

�� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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ment (Scales et al., 2006). Moreover, the minimum number of
assets showing a protective role against all the three forms of
school victimization examined was five.

The second assumption of the cumulative-assets framework was
examined with the second hypothesis of the current study regard-
ing the variety of psychological and social assets across domains.
According to the model, adolescents having protective assets in
multiple domains (individual, social, environmental) have a lower
likelihood of being involved in violence. Our findings show that
there was a general decreasing pattern in the risk of being victim-
ized when youths reported assets in a higher number of domains.

The protective role of variety of assets across domains was
similar for physical and relational violence. Adolescents reporting
at least one asset in one or two domains do not seem to be at a
lower risk of being victims of physical or relational violence as
compared with adolescents reporting zero assets. To be at lower
risk of physical and relational victimization at school, our results
demonstrated that adolescents need a wide variety of psychologi-
cal and social assets across domains, that is, at least one asset in
three different domains. In addition, adolescents reporting the
highest degree of variety across domains (i.e., having at least one
asset in an additional domain) had the lowest likelihood of being
victimized at school. For both physical and relational victimiza-

tion, adolescents reporting assets in all four domains were 34%
less likely to have been victims of violence at school.

Looking at the results of perceived fear of victimization in
school, the protective role of the variety of assets across domains
appears to be more pronounced—having at least one asset in two
domains seems to make a difference and reduces the risk of fearing
victimization by 26%. The likelihood of reporting fear of victim-
ization at school was lower as the number of domains increased. It
is plausible that the awareness of having psychological and social
assets has a stronger effect on the subjective perception of being
victimized in school, with respect to the frequency of actual
victimization. In general, these findings highlight that having
asset(s) in a single domain did not make a difference in terms of
likelihood of being victimized compared to not having assets, thus
emphasizing the importance of having a variety of strengths across
domains (Esbensen et al., 2009; Scales et al., 2006). In other
words, to be protected from the risk of being victimized in school,
it does not appear sufficient to be very competent, for instance, in
the emotional domain (i.e., reporting high levels of emotional
regulation, empathy and behavioral self-control); instead, perceiv-
ing high levels of self-efficacy and peer support and reporting high
levels of empathy (i.e., possessing a more varied array of assets)
was associated with a lower risk of victimization at school. These

Table 3
Multilevel Random-Coefficient Model (Random Effect Was School) Showing the Association Between Quantity, Variety, and
Configuration of Building Blocks and Violence Victimization (N � 11,790)

Model Physical victimization
Relational

victimization Fear of victimization

Model A: Quantity
Gender

Male 1.00 1.00 1.00
Female .81 [.72, .91]��� 1.64 [1.49, 1.80]��� 1.08 [.92, 1.28]��

Age group .81 [.77, .86]��� .94 [.91, .98]�� .90 [.84, .96]
Number of covitality assets �(12)

2 � 33.2, p � .001 �(12)
2 � 68.6, p � .001 �(12)

2 � 45.2, p � .001
0 assets 1.00 1.00 1.00
1 asset .93 [.77, 1.12] .93 [.80, 1.08] .88 [.69, 1.13]
2 assets .93 [.76, 1.14] .95 [.81, 1.11] .69 [.52, .91]��

3 assets 1.01 [.82, 1.24] .99 [.84, 1.17] .83 [.62, 1.10]
4 assets .73 [.57, .95]� .76 [.63, .92]�� .78 [.56, 1.07]
5 assets .74 [.57, .97]� .72 [.59, .89]�� .52 [.35, .77]��

6 assets .64 [.47, .88]�� .72 [.57, .91]�� .49 [.31, .78]��

7 assets .68 [.48, .97]� .87 [.68, 1.11] .41 [.23, .72]��

8 assets .50 [.33, .77]�� .66 [.49, .87]�� .35 [.18, .66]��

9 assets .71 [.48, 1.07] .68 [.50, .92]� .56 [.31, 1.00]�

10 assets .77 [.50, 1.18] .50 [.35, .72]��� .56 [.30, 1.05]
11 assets .71 [.46, 1.12] .41 [.27, .63]��� .60 [.32, 1.13]
12 assets .53 [.29, .97]� .41 [.25, .68]��� .24 [.08, .77]�

Bayesian information criterion 7873.99 11650.52 4863.41

Model B: Variety
Gender

Male 1.00 1.00 1.00
Female .81 [.72, .91]��� 1.65 [1.51, 1.82]��� 1.09 [.92, 1.28]

Age group .81 [.77, .85]��� .94 [.91, .98]�� .90 [.84, .96]��

Number of covitality domains �(4)
2 � 27.3, p � .001 �(4)

2 � 52.0, p � .001 �(4)
2 � 45.2, p � .001

0 domains 1.00 1.00 1.00
1 domain .89 [.75, 1.07] .92 [.80, 1.06] .85 [.67, 1.07]
2 domains .99 [.83, 1.18] .99 [.86, 1.14] .74 [.58, .94]�

3 domains .74 [.61, .91]�� .72 [.62, .84]��� .65 [.50, .84]��

4 domains .66 [.54, .80]��� .66 [.56, .76]��� .47 [.35, .62]���

Bayesian information criterion 7804.96 11592.18 4799.75

� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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results are aligned with the SEI literature (Peters et al., 2009), by
suggesting that the importance of protective factors might be
related to a combinatorial effect. In addition, it appears that ado-
lescents need to possess assets in at least three domains to be at a
lower risk of the three forms of victimization.

Overall, in line with what Esbensen et al. (2009) found in
relation to risk factors, our findings showed that both quantity of
psychological and social assets, and their variety across domains,
are associated with a lower risk of being victimized in school. The
examination of quantity and variety of assets across domains
underlined the protective role of having psychological and social
assets in at least three domains and a certain amount of single
assets (five) against the different forms of school victimization
considered. These results give partial support to the cumulative-
assets framework and point the need to expand the theoretical
model in order to better analyze the role of the variety of assets
across domains. In addition, the current findings provide empirical
support to Larson and Tran’s theoretical perspective (2014) that
the integration between sets of competences in different domains
allows adolescents to better navigate the life challenges character-
izing modern society.

Limitations

The current study added information on cumulative-risk/assets
frameworks and protective factors against school victimization;
however, limitations need to be addressed. This study is cross-
sectional, which prevents drawing conclusions on the direction of
effects. Future longitudinal studies are needed to examine how
different assets configurations predict later school victimization.
Because the analyses relied on self-report measures, there is risk
for a social desirability bias. Multiinformant research studies
should be designed that collect data on school victimization and
protective factors from multiple sources. Additionally, we focused
on the general configuration of assets by examining their quantity
and variety across domains, but did not take into account specific
strengths or domains (e.g., Evans, Marsh, & Weigel, 2010). Dif-
ferent configurations of quantity and variety of assets across do-
mains might have a different impact on school victimization based
on the specific clusters of assets. Finally, the study focused solely
on school-based victimization; additional studies are needed to
focus on other important environments, such as peer violence off
school grounds, to enhance generalizability across settings.

Research Implications

The current study has theoretical and empirical implications for
future research analyzing protective factors against youth violence
and elucidating the utility of the cumulative-assets/risk frame-
works by showing how the general configuration of psychological
and social assets might nurture adolescent positive development.
Future research needs to deepen the understanding of the best
configurations of assets for adolescent development; for example,
by analyzing how specific clusters of assets (e.g., individual/
internal and environmental/external) interact with the quantity of
strengths in predicting youth violence, or by identifying the ideal
balance between number of assets (quantity) and number of do-
mains (variety). Studies examining the role of developmental
assets in protecting adolescents from multiple forms of victimiza-

tion (e.g., physical and relational) are also needed. In addition,
future research should examine the association between assets
configuration and adolescent development by analyzing other out-
comes such as adolescent substance abuse, depressive symptoms,
life satisfaction, and academic achievement.

Clinical and Policy Implications

These findings are particularly valuable when considering im-
plementation of interventions because the findings can be summa-
rized in general guidelines for practice. The situations where
violence occurs are varied and complex, as are the social interac-
tions that precede or follow them. Hence, a wide range of assets
might help adolescents cope with different situations, for example,
by establishing supportive relationships able to prevent school
victimization or appropriately reacting to aggression when it oc-
curs. A wide variety of psychological and social assets and a high
quantity of strengths appear to be particularly relevant in protect-
ing adolescents from relational victimization in school. Relational
violence episodes tend to be more subtle and nuanced when
compared to physical aggression (e.g., Coyne & Archer, 2005) and
a more complex array of assets might be needed to cope with those
forms of school victimization.

Violence prevention programs implemented in schools and
communities should target a sufficient amount of developmental
assets (at least five) pertaining to different domains (at least three).
For example, an effective program to reduce school violence
would aim to foster school and peer support (environmental assets
included in the belief-in-others domain), and nurture emotional
regulation, empathy (psychological assets included in the emo-
tional competence domain), and self-efficacy (psychological asset
included in the belief-in-self domain). The general goal of this kind
of intervention strategy would be to promote positive development
with its cornerstone in at least one domain (where youths possess
2–3 assets) but complemented by assets pertaining to other do-
mains. However, the choice of the specific combination of assets
to target should be based on a complete assessment of resources
and needs at the school/neighborhood level (Hawkins et al., 2008)
and the developmental stage of the youths. For instance, when
working with adolescents it might be particularly relevant to
promote supportive relationships with peers and self-efficacy as
having friends to turn to and a feeling of efficacy is fundamental
to appropriately reacting to or recovering from episodes of school
victimization (e.g., Fitzpatrick & Bussey, 2014). In conclusion, the
different configurations of quantity and variety across domains
examined in this study serve as a foundation for further scholarship
and practice to better understand the importance of attending to
both the quantity and variety of psychological and social assets
across domains when working to improve youth outcomes.
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