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‘What is the state of the art in research on 
social cognition in relation to 

victimization of bullying?’

Theory & Method:
Reaffiliation Theory: Focusing on positive social cues for 
reaffiliative purposes.
Prevention Theory: Focusing on negative social cues for 
preventative purposes.
Desensitization Theory: Insensitivity to social cues in 
general, due to longer periods of victimization.

Systematic literature review on victimization and social 
cognition in Web of Science, PsycINFO and ERIC 
databases. From 5876 hits to 88 included articles.

Results:
Victimization seems related to a stronger emphasis on 
negative events or a more negative social-cognitive style, 
mostly in line with the prevention theory.

Victims showed a heightened focus on negative or 
threatening social cues and represented social cues less 
accurately. Furthermore, they perceived their peers more 
negatively, attributed more hostile intent and were more 
sensitive to rejection than non-victimized children. 
However, they did not differ in perspective-taking skills.

Discussion:
Development: Are findings due to pre-existent deficits, to 
victimization, or both? What is the influence of prolonged 
or chronic victimization?
Neurobiology: How does victimization relate to neural 
processing of social information?
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Decide response
Victims with heightened 
attention for bullies show 
more aggressive 
behavior1

Attention
Children spent most 
time looking at bullies 
(threat) in videos1

Representation accuracy
Victims underestimate 
the amount of balls 
received, and 
overestimate exclusion in 
a digital ball-throwing 
game2

Victims did not recall and 
retell stories differently 
than bullies or defenders3

Peer perception
Victimization is related 
to more negative 
perceptions of peers10,11

Attribution of situations
Victimization is related to: 
• Sensitivity to aversive 
stimuli6

• Sensitivity to rejection 
by others7

• Hostile interpretations of  
ambiguous situations8,9

Understanding others
The associations of 
victimization with 
• empathy11

• theory of mind12

are either absent or very 
small in magnitude
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Emotion recognition
Victimization is related 
to worse negative 
emotion recognition4,5
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