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Abstract 

In schools around the world in the 21st century the dominant and worrying prob-
lems are: an increase in the number of poor and financially and materially de-
prived and a continuous increase in violence among peers, which brings us to the 
intriguing question whether there is a connection between these two phenomena. 
Therefore, the theoretical part of this paper analyzes the increase of peer violence in 
the context of socioeconomic inequalities of different societies which students live 
in and socioeconomic family factors.  The aim of the empirical part is to determ-
ine which variables of socioeconomic status and material deprivation of children 
predict the status of perpetrators or victims of peer violence. The study included 
610 (44.8% M; 51.6% F) primary school students, with average age of 13,88 years 
from different regions of the Republic of Croatia. For data collection the socioeco-
nomic status questionnaire, scale of material deprivation of children in school and 
scale of victimization and violence among peers were used. The results indicated 
that 34.8% of respondents have acted violently toward peers because of their poorer 
financial status, and 45.7% were victimized for the same reason. It was also found 
that the analyzed SES variables and material deprivation do not predict commit-
ting violence against peers. Living in unfavorable socioeconomic conditions is as-
sociated with the role of victims, lower education of mothers, lower work status 
of the father, child’s experience of fear because of the family’s poor financial situ-
ation, and material deprivation in school are statistically significant predictors of 
victimization. It is suggested that practitioners, the public and policy makers pay 
attention and assist the growing number of children from socioeconomically dis-
advantaged families. They must be in focus of all school preventive programs, espe-
cially due to the increased risk for those children of being exposed to peer violence. 
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Introduction

 It seems that at the moment, in many schools around the world there are 
two big dominant and worrying problems: an increase in the number of poor and 
financially deprived children, as well as continuous increase in violence among stu-
dents. The intriguing question is whether there is a connection between these two 
phenomena.

 It was hard to assume that these would be the problems which will mark 
school life in the 21st century, especially when it comes to poverty. Indeed, it was ex-
pected that poverty would be reduced or completely eradicated (Šućur, 2014), and 
the prominent international organizations, such as UN (Convention on the Rights 
of the Child) and UNICEF promised that the world will become world worthy of 
children (Boillet, 2002; Minujin et al., 2006), but it happened the other way around. 
Today, poverty is a global problem that affects one fifth of the world’s population 
(DružićLjubotin and Ljubotina, 2014),affecting both the so called prosperous coun-
tries and the rich west. In those countries, more than half of children live in poverty 
(KletečkiRadović, 2011). This was particularly contributed by adverse social and 
economic processes at the beginning of the new millennium - recession, crisis of 
global proportions, social injustice, instability and insecurity around the world, es-
pecially in transition, post- socialist countries.

 The number of people who do not have basic living conditions (home, food, 
heating, hygiene), who live in absolute poverty with their income being less than 2 
dollars a day or 30% of the national income median, has increased. There is even 
more people who live in relative poverty and do not have a minimum decent living 
standard that is usual in their community or society they live in, and their income 
is less than 60% of national income median (Katz et al., 2007; McDonald, 2008; 
Neuborg et al., 2014; Šućur, 2006; 2014). With these two groups, who are tradition-
ally described as poor, there is a growing number of the so- called new poor (Šućur, 
2014). They are a product of economic crisis which hit the middle class and working 
population who had previously lived in relative safety. A large number of people lost 
their jobs and hope to find a new one, and some who work are not being paid. All 
this led to inability to fulfill basic needs of the family and maintain standard they 
were accustomed to. For these reasons, they are not able to pay back housing loans 
which they easily took before or pay utility bills, which resulted in debt overhangs, 
evictions, foreclosures and facing poverty (Šućur, 2014).

 The crisis particularly affected children whose parents are not able to meet 
their material and non-material needs (Neubourg et al., 2014; Šućur, 2014), so they 
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experience multiple deprivations which become particularly evident in school. It is 
necessary to say that children perceive poverty or unfavourable financial situation 
differently from adults, not only through lack of money, but through indicators of 
availability and accessibility (Neubourh et al., 2014). Due to material deprivation, 
lack of items (clothing, shoes, warm meals and school supplies), access to activit-
ies that most people consider necessary (extracurricular activities, sports, language 
learning, tutoring, etc.) and limited opportunities to socialize with peers in free 
time (school trips, outings, celebrations, pocket money), they do not have the same 
opportunities as their peers who come from families with better financial status to 
realize their potential and their basic economic and social rights (KletečkiRadović, 
2011; Elgar et al., 2013). This makes it difficult for them to realize their life goals, 
such as further education (McDonald, 2008), which leads to socioeconomic in-
equality. Therefore, child poverty cannot be defined only in financial terms because 
it affects different aspects of a child’s life, which is why it is defined as multiple 
deprivation, material, school and social (Minujin et al., 2006; Ridge, 2009).

 Living with chronic financial difficulties is stressful for both children and 
adults, and there are significant empirical evidence that material poverty of the fam-
ily and facing insecurity and financial uncertainty has negative consequences for 
parents and children, especially if poverty is chronic and deep (Wadsworth and 
Berger, 2006; Katz et al., 2007; Martin et al., 2010). It has been found that children 
who live in poor families have more behavioral problems in adolescence and adult-
hood than their peers from wealthier families (Mystry et al., 2002; Rijlaarsdam et 
al., 2013). Although most studies link SES with behavioural problems of children, 
it seems important to underline the idea that it does not always have to be the case 
because of individual differences of children, and especially their parents who can 
reduce or eliminate the effects, and their skills and qualities (diligence, honesty, 
reliability) can improve outcomes of education and children’s life opportunities, re-
gardless of income, and thus impact both poverty and child’s development (Martin 
et al., 2010). Therefore, good parenting can protect children from unfavourable so-
cioeconomic effects (Katz et al., 2007).

 Due to the fact that violence is a ubiquitous problem in schools around the 
world, there is a question, how much poverty and material deprivation affect the in-
volvement of children in peer violence and if it predicts the role of a perpetrator and 
/or victim. Because of the importance, topicality and exposure of a large number 
of children to poverty and violence, the theoretical part of this paper analyzes the 
increase of peer violence in the context of socioeconomic inequalities in the com-
munities of students and family factors, and the empirical part investigates which 
variables of socioeconomic status and material deprivation of children indicate a 
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status of perpetrator or victim of peer violence.

Peer violence

 Social relations and interactions with peers are key aspects in lives of chil-
dren, especially adolescents. Those who manage to achieve and maintain satisfact-
ory social relations with peers often behave prosocial and are less aggressive and 
violent. Despite the need for acceptance and importance of creating relations with 
peers, violence among them is increasing. 

 Peer violence can be defined as repeated aggressive behavior of one or more 
students who are physically stronger or psychologically or socially more power-
ful by intentionally causing physical, emotional or social damage to victims who 
cannot defend themselves (Olweus, 1998; Bilić et al., 2012). Basic elements used 
for defining peer violence – frequency, intention, consequences and helplessness 
of victims, differentiate it from peer conflict and abuse. Conflicts among peers are 
occasional negative actions which are based on misunderstandings, differences etc. 
If the conflicts are solved constructively, they become an opportunity to learn, oth-
erwise, they turn into violence. 

 Violent behavior has different direct and indirect forms and is most often 
categorized as traditional (physical, verbal, sexual and relational) and electronic 
violence which is booming due to abuse of modern communication technology. 
Children of younger age and male gender are more prone to direct forms and girls 
and older children to indirect forms of violence (Elgar et al., 2009). Boys are more 
at risk of violent behavior (Olweus, 1998; Cook et al., 2010; Velki, 2012), and it is 
considered that violent behavior culminates in adolescence (Wang et al., 2009). 
Results of international studies conducted on nationally representative samples in 
fourty countries show that 2-27% of children are perpetrators of traditional forms 
of violence and 4-28% are its victims (Craig et al., 2009), and variations are attrib-
uted to economic and cultural characteristics of individual country (Due et al., 
2009). It is estimated that prevalence of electronic violence is 20-40% (Tokunaga, 
2010; Hinduja and Patchin, 2014). Fu et al. (2012) provide evidence of all forms of 
violence increasing in the period from 1989 to 2009.

 Maybe this is the reason why a large number of research deals with precisely 
the prevalence of violence, while factors which cause it are somewhat neglected 
(Frutos, 2013). Recent studies, as a framework for peer violence, use Bronfenbren-
ner ecological model which integrates different influences from the environment, 
but research most often focuses on analyzing individual characteristics of children, 
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family and school variables. At the same time, contextual factors have not been 
thoroughly tested (Elgar et al., 2013) and unjustifiably ignored, although Cook et al. 
(2010) point out that they have a significant overall effect on violent behavior. Unfa-
vourable social and macroeconomic environment can be a risk factor for behavioral 
problems and probably, violence. Some authors suggest (Boyer, Halbrook, 2011) 
that these problems can be understood as reflection of conditions in which students 
nowadays live. 

The connection between socioeconomic factors with peer violence

 Participation of children in peer violence can be explained through so-
cioeconomic inequalities in societies they live in and socioeconomic family factors 
(Jansen et al., 2012; Elgar et al., 2013).

a) Socioeconomic inequality in society
In order to test the contribution of macroeconomic environment to peer violence, 
Due et al. (2009) conducted research in 35 countries in Europe and North America 
which included 162,305 students of 11, 13 and 15 years of age. They found that soci-
eties with greater economic inequality have a higher prevalence of violent behavior 
and adolescents are at greater risk of violence and victimization. Authors concluded 
that differences between countries and schools show that violence is not “natural 
behavior” but is partly conditioned by the socioeconomic environment.
Pickett and Wilkinson (2007) found that income inequality in 21 rich countries 
correlates with percentage of young people who are victims of violence (r=0.47; 
p=0.001). Income inequality is described by Elgar et al. (2013; 238) as structural vi-
olence because it creates distrust, reinforces intolerance, encourages differences and 
revenge. The authors point out that children internalize social norms and ideas that 
life does not revolve around equality and reciprocity, but power and domination, 
so they see violence as an effective way to be successful. The authors also consider 
school violence as a potential consequence of such social influences.
Results of the aforementioned research and studies are particularly important in 
understanding peer violence that happens nowadays.

b) Family socioeconomic factors
Socioeconomic status (SES) is a construct that includes different dimensions of so-
cial position – power, prestige, economic well-being, professional status (Conger 
et al., 2010). Out of many variables who contribute to it, the most common SES 
indicators are considered to be: material income, educational level and professional 
status of parents and although their individual contributions are not negligible, the 
fact is that they are usually complementary (Katz et al., 2007). 
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 Low SES can affect the participation of children in violence in several ways. 
First of all, the family is of key importance in understanding violence because it 
transfers norms of behavior towards others (Jansen et al., 2012). In order to ex-
plain the mechanism that connects socioeconomic status of the family and con-
sequences in children’ development, the model of family stress is used (Conger et 
al., 2010; Martin et al., 2010). According to the model, poverty contributes to stress 
and psychological problems of parents and their interpersonal conflicts, which has 
negatively affects their behavior towards children (less sensible interactions and use 
of inappropriate educational methods) and finally leads to reduced well-being of 
children and emotional and behavioral problems (Mistry et al., 2009; Evans and 
Kim, 2013). In such families, children are exposed to chronic stress which has a 
negative impact on self- regulatory processes that help children cope with external 
requirements (Evans and Kim, 2013). Parents who are struggling to survive and 
working extra hours are less able to devote time to their children and give them 
love, resources and adequate control, lack of which is considered a risk factor in 
various behavioural problems of children (Jensen, 2009; Šimić Šašić et al., 2011). 
Some authors which Katz et al. (2007) refer to believe that only extreme deprivation 
can cause major changes in a way of raising children, while such changes have not 
been identified in the families that fall into the category of relatively poor. In con-
trast, economic power is associated with higher quality parenting (Šimić Šašić et al., 
2011), although it is not always the case in practice. 

c) Material deprivation of students
In school, lack of income leads to child sensing that they are deprived of some-
thing and that they do not have what other children have (Ridge, 2009). Because of 
social comparison to their peers, they begin to feel the difference and believe that 
everything is determined by money and others treat them as different or pity them 
(McDonald, 2008). Lack of clothing, necessary supplies etc. can have a profound im-
pact on their daily interactions with peers (Ridge, 2009; Martin et al., 2010). There-
fore, the objective situation, as well as the subjective experience of their family’s 
adverse financial conditions, leaves a mark on their daily lives and social relation-
ships. They usually feel inferior, can be isolated and excluded from various activities 
(Ridge, 2009), but also publicly humiliated, stigmatized and devalued. So feelings 
of fear, humiliation, rage, despair and anger (DružićLjubotina and Ljubotina, 2014), 
but also sadness, are their common reactions to perceived emotional trauma and 
shattered social relations (Ridge, 2009). Thus, in such school situations they can re-
act in two ways: some will be angry and frustrated and respond aggressively, being at 
higher risk of committing violence (Jensen et al., 2012), and others, because of un-
fair life circumstances and feelings of helplessness, sadness, anxiety, depression etc. 
(Ridge, 2009; DružićLjubotina and Ljubotina, 2014) become passive, desperate and 
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fatalistic, which often leads them into a position of victim. Studies that examined 
the connection between socioeconomic factors and involvement of children in vi-
olence have not given consistent results. Some argue that socioeconomic factors 
are not connected to violent behavior and victimization (Sourander et al., 2000) or 
that their effect is negligible (Kim et al., 2005). Recent studies give socioeconomic 
factors an important role in explaining violent behavior. Thus, Jansen et al. (2012) 
found that in comparison to children who come from families of higher SES, chil-
dren coming from families with lower SES, are at greater risk of being involved in 
violence as either victims or perpetrators. Other authors concluded that materially 
deprived children are mostly victims of violence (Ridge, 2009; Jankauskiene et al., 
2008; Due et al., 2009; Fu et al., 2012), while perpetrators usually come from famil-
ies of higher SES (Jankauskiene et al., 2008). 

 Incentives for research of this problems were frequent media reports about 
selfless support of Croatian wonderful teachers who give up on part of their mod-
est salaries to help the poorest students (see: Hot meal paid to her student by this 
humane teacher; GlasSlavonije; October 29th, 2014), but also news about children 
who are abused by their peers because of their living conditions (see: Girl beaten up 
because of being poor, then transferred to another school; 24 sata; May 9th, 2013). 
Due to general neglecting of the role of community factors in explaining peer viol-
ence and more prominent problems in this domain, we decided to research whether 
socioeconomic family factors and material deprivation predict the status of a per-
petrator or victim in schools.

Methodology

 The aim of this paper is to examine which variables of socioeconomic fam-
ily status and material deprivation of students predict the status of a perpetrator or 
victim among peers.

According to the defined goal, the following research problems were set: 
a) To identify the characteristics of socioeconomic status (SES) and material depriva-
tion (MD) of the respondents
b) To determine the prevalence of victimization and involvement of the respond-
ents in committing violence
c) To analyze the connection between SES and material deprivation with victimiza-
tion and committing violence
d) To examine which variables of socioeconomic status and material deprivation are 
predictors of victimization and predicting violence among peers.
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We expect the results to confirm the hypothesis that adolescents living in economic-
ally unfavourable conditions and are materially deprived are at greater risk of being 
victims of peer violence. 

The respondents

 The study included a total of 610 respondents, slightly more girls (51.6%) 
than boys (44.8%). The average age of students was 13.88 years (SD=0.73), while 
most of the respondents were 14 years old (49.2%). The sample consisted of slightly 
more eighth grade students (57.7%) in comparison to seventh grade students 
(42.3%), and most of them attended schools in a city (67.5%), compared to schools 
in the country (31.5%). The average academic achievement of students in the sample 
was 4.13 (SD=0.82), with very good (40.2%) and excellent (37.5%) being the most 
common grades.

 The research was conducted in twenty classes in both rural and urban areas, 
located in different parts of Croatia (eastern, northern, central and southern). Since 
different areas are at different levels of development and were hit differently by the 
crisis (unemployment, shutting down businesses, some were affected by war, some 
were not), which might have affected respondents differently, we selected schools 
in Bjelovar- Bilogora, Brod- Posavina, Split- Dalmatia, Vukovar- Srijem and Zadar 
counties and the city of Zagreb.

The procedure

 Data were collected during spring 2015, through group testing in grades 
with prior approval of parents and principles and in compliance with all provisions 
of the Code of Ethics for research with children. Approximately ninety parents did 
not sign the consent for participation of children in this study although it was vol-
untary and anonymity was guaranteed. Some professional staff, who provided gen-
erous assistance in implementing the research, noted that those were mainly parents 
with poorer economic status. Students who participated in research were given gen-
eral instructions on completing the questionnaire, noting that they can opt out at 
any time,however, no one chose to do so. But, there were some students who did not 
respond to questions about  material income of their family, while it was indicative 
that they responded to other questions.

Instruments
1. General data questionnaire contained questions about: gender, age, grade, school 
location (urban, rural) and grade point average.
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2. Socioeconomic conditions of the family questionnaire consisted of questions 
about:  who the child lives with, how many children are there in the family, where 
the family lives (house or a flat, tenants, with relatives) and how they assess their 
living conditions (unsatisfactory, average, excellent), if they have their own room 
or share it with brothers and other family members and if they own a computer. 
The second group of questions related to education (unfinished or finished primary 
school, middle school, college, university or higher), employment status (perman-
ently employed, employed but not being paid, occasionally employed, unemployed, 
pensioners) and tangible benefits (social aid, less than 2,000 kn; 2,000-4,000 kn; 
4,000-6,000 kn; 6,000-10,000 kn and more than 10,000 kn) of father and mother. 
One question was related to frequency of family vacations (never, once in a few 
years, once or twice a year) and chidren’s fear due to unsatisfactory financial situ-
ation of the family. 

3. Scale of material deprivation of the student was constructed for the purposes of 
this paper based on literature (McDonald, 2008; KletečkiRadović, 2011; Neubourg 
et al., 2014). After factor analysis, question “Do you get a warm meal at school?” 
was removed so the scale had 10 items. They examine how often parents can set 
aside funds for activities and needs of their children at school such as books, school 
supplies, tutors, and participating in activities that are paid additionally, but also 
clothes and shoes that are popular among students, and meet their social needs 
(trips, outings, birthday parties, pocket money, etc.). On a scale from one to four 
(1- never; 2- very rare, it is hard for them to find funds; 3- sometimes they can spare 
some money; 4- always, they provide me with everything I need with no problems), 
respondents assessed how individual statements relate to them. Possible score range 
is from 1 to 4, where a higher score indicated a lower level of material deprivation.

4. Scale of peer violence was designed for this study on the model of similar in-
struments (Bilić, 2013), but unlike them, in this scale, causes of violent behavior 
were associated with socioeconomic conditions or material deprivation of students 
(example: Have you ever spread ugly and untrue stories about other children in 
class because they are poor or neglected?). The scale consisted of 9 particles which 
examined children’s participation in committing physical, relational and electronic 
violence during the current school year, and the respondents have on the scale of 
three levels (1- never; 2- sometimes; 3- often) assessed how these claims refer to 
them. Possible scores ranged from 1 to 3, in which a higher score indicated a higher 
frequency of aggressive behavior. 

5. Victimization scale had a total of three particles which examined how often dur-
ing the school year were the students exposed to physical, relational or electronic 
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violence of their peers because they differ from them by their socioeconomic status 
(example: Has someone from class called you ugly names and insulted you because 
you are different, wear more modest clothes, etc.?). Respondents also assessed on a 
three-degree scale (1- never; 2- sometimes; 3- often) if the statements relate to them. 
Possible scores ranged from 1 to 3, with higher scores indicating a higher level of 
victimization. 

Results
 
 In order to respond to tasks set in our research, we conducted frequency, 
descriptive and correlation analysis, followed by multiple regression analysis, the 
results of which are presented below.

The socioeconomic profile of the respondents

 Socioeconomic status of the respondents was analyzed for the purpose of 
fulfilling the first goal of the research. Most of the students live with their mother 
and their father (85.2%), in a family with two children (they have one brother or 
sister; 36.7%), then family with three children (31%), and the least of them live 
in a family with four or more children (23.4%). Families of most students live in 
their own house or flat (89.7%), and most of them estimate their housing conditions 
as average (67%). In contrast, 6.6% of students live as tenants, 3.1% with relatives, 
while only 2.8% of students estimate their living conditions as bad.

 More than half of respondents have their own room (62.3%) or share it with 
a sibling (35.2%), while 2.1% sleep in a room with several members of their family. 
Also, a large number of students have a computer, with 41.5% of them having their 
own personal computer, while others share it with other family members (49%), 
and 8.7% do not have a computer. 

 Regarding their parents’ education, most of them finished high school 
(47.5% of mothers and 47.2% of fathers). 14.6% of students reported low level of 
their mothers’ education, having completed only primary school (13.1%), and some 
not even that (1.5%). Low level of fathers’ education has been reported by 11.5% 
of students (completing only primary school – 10.2%, and 1.3% not completing 
primary school), while 21% of mothers and 22.1% of fathers completed colleges and 
faculties. 

 In terms of the employment status, respondents stated that most mothers 
and fathers have a full-time job (53.8% of mothers and 68.9% of fathers), however, 
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even 29.8% of mothers and 8% of fathers are unemployed or occasionally employed 
(11.6% of mothers and 7.2% of fathers), and around 1% work but are not being paid. 
In the category of pensioners there are more fathers (10.3%) than mothers (1.6%). 
Regarding material income of parents, the respondents claimed that the most com-
mon amount of income of parents is between 2,000 and 6,000 kn (50.5% of mothers 
and 48.9% of fathers). Some parents fall into category of poorest, receiving social 
aid (5.7% of mothers and 5.1% of fathers), and those who have income less than 
2,000 kn(11.1% of mothers and 5.2% of fathers). Some students said their parents 
have income above 6,000 kn and more (11.6% of mothers and 28.7% of fathers). 
It is interesting to note than in categories of unemployed and low paid there are 
more mothers, while fathers are better paid. However, even 21% of students did 
not answer the question about their mother’s income, and 12.1% did not answer 
the question about the income of father. It is possible that some children really do 
not know exact details about the material status of the family, but it is possible that 
they did not want to declare themselves about it, because they did answer other 
questions. It is well known that children are ashamed of poverty and afraid of stig-
matization so they often try to hide the conditions in which they live. It is possible 
that their parents are not telling them about their financial problems because they 
are trying to protect them and they also encourage them not to talk about it in order 
to avoid being identified as poor, because they are worried and aware about the neg-
ative connotations (McDonald, 2008; Ridge, 2009). Thus, the results show that the 
surveyed students estimated their housing conditions as average, and on the scale 
of material deprivation they assessed their status as good (M=3.18; SD=0.52). Mc-
Donald (2008) warns about the tendency of poor children to describe their material 
situation as average, although they are aware of the difference. 

 Most students go on family vacation for at least a weak once a year (41.6%), 
and slightly fewer students go twice a year or more often (33.8%). However, 10.7% 
of students have never been on a vacation with their family. About half of students 
reported they never fret over the financial situation of their family (49%), while 
slightly less students claim they do it sometimes (43.8%), and 6.6% students fret 
over it often or very often. 

Descriptive indicators of victimization and committing peer violence

 According to the second task of the research, we analyzed frequency of vic-
timization and participation of respondents in committing violence and the results 
are shown in Table 1.
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Table 1: Frequency of victimization and committing violence

Committingviolence Victimization
 N %  N %
Nevercommit-
tedviolence

385 63,1% Werenevervic-
tims

321 52,6%

Committedvi-
olence

212 34,8% Werev ic tim-
sofviolence

276 45,7%

No answer 13 2,1% No answer 13 2,1

Those who committed violence or were victims are those who had total score on 
scales higher than 1, so they answered at least one question on the scale with some-
times. As seen in the table, one third of children (34.8%) has at least once, during 
the school year, committed violence, and almost half (45.7%) of them were victims 
of violence at least once, because they were different in terms of a weaker financial 
status.

The connection of socio-demographic variables and material deprivation with 
victimization and committing peer violence

In order to respond to the third task of the research, we conducted correlation ana-
lysis, and Table 2 shows correlation of demographic variables, SES variables and 
material deprivation with committing violence and victimization of the respond-
ents. Correlations were not calculated on variables that relate to who the child lives 
with and where the family lives, since almost all students answered they lived with 
their mother and father (85.2%) and in their own house or flat (87.9%). Variables of 
material income of mother and father were not included because of the large num-
ber of responses missing (21% and 12.1%). For the same reasons, these variables 
were also not included in regression analysis.

Table 2: Correlation of demographic variables and SES variables with committing violence and victim-
ization

Committing violence Victimization
r N r N

Gender -,143** 575 ,016 575
Age ,083* 593 ,082* 593
Grade ,098* 597 ,062 597
Location of 
school

,023 591 -,108** 591
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Academic 
achievement

-,121** 593 -,133** 593

Number of chil-
dren in family

,036 595 ,036 595

Housing condi-
tions

,005 592 -,053 592

Having their own 
room

-,035 595 ,091* 595

Having a com-
puter

-,073 592 ,065 592

Education of 
mother

-,037 576 -,166** 576

Education of 
father

-,017 565 -,075 565

Work status of 
mother

-,033 584 -,088* 584

Work status of 
father

-,056 572 -,180** 572

Frequency of go-
ing on vacation

,037 595 -,139** 595

Fear of financial 
situation

,047 594 ,223** 594

Material depriva-
tion

-,041 595 -,249** 595

    *p < 0,05; **p < 0,01

In terms of committing violence, demographic variables that are in statistically sig-
nificant correlation are: gender (r = -0.143; p< 0.01),where boys are those who are 
being violent more often and age (r = 0.083; p< 0.05), where older children are act-
ing violently more often, and grade (r = 0.098; p<0.05), where eighth grade students 
act more violently than students in seventh gradeIt has also been determined that 
academic achievement significantly correlates with frequency of committing viol-
ence (r = -0.121; p< 0.01), where students with poorer academic achievement are 
being violent more often. Even though all aforementioned correlations are very low, 
they are all statistically significant. However, the results show that none of the SES 
variables or material deprivation variables has a statistically significant correlation 
with committing violence.

When it comes to victimization, demographic variables that are in statistically sig-
nificant correlation are: age (r = 0.082; p< 0.05), where older children are being 
victims of violence more often and academic achievement (r = -0.133; p< 0.01), and 
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those who are less successful are victimized more often. The results shown in Table 
2 show that students from schools in rural areas are victimized more often than 
students from schools in urban areas (r = -0.108; p< 0.01). As for the connection 
between variables of SES and victimization, it was found that children who are more 
often victimized are those who do not have their own room (r = 0.091; p< 0.05), 
whose mothers have lower level of education (r = -0.166; p< 0.01), and whose moth-
ers (r = -0.088; p< 0.05) and fathers (r = -0.180; p< 0.01) have lower employment 
status. Children who go on family vacation less frequently are also being victimized 
more often (r = -0.139; p< 0.01), together with children who demonstrate more fear 
because of financial status of the family (r = 0.223; p< 0.01). Material deprivation 
also correlates on a statistically significant level with victimization, where children 
who are more materially deprived are also victimized more often (r = -0.249; p< 
0.01). 

The results of regression analysis

 To determine which variables of socioeconomic status and material depriva-
tion predict victimization and committing violence, we conducted regression ana-
lysis. Table 3 shows the results obtained in regression analysis with SES variables be-
ing predictor variables. Together with SES variables, analysis included demographic 
variables as control variables and only variable not included was grade because of 
large conceptual overlap with the variable age. 

Table 3: Results of regression analysis with SES variables as predictors

Criteria > Committing violence Victimization
Predictor β β
Gender -,128** ,031
Age ,034 ,054
Location of school ,038 -,037
Academic achievement -,070 -,053
Number of children in family ,042 -,003
Housing conditions -,035 -,008
Having their own room -,077 ,045
Having a computer -,065 -,001
Education of mother -,010 -,160**
Education of father ,008 ,097
Work status of mother -,005 ,015
Work status of father -,034 -,111*
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Frequency of going on vacation ,077 -,025
Fear of financial situation ,087 ,182**
R ,225* ,331**
R2 ,051* ,110**
N 501 501

*p < 0,05; **p < 0,01

 None of the independent SES variables analyzed in this paper has shown to 
be a predictor of committing peer violence, and when it comes to demographic vari-
ables, only gender has shown to be a predictor for committing violence at school, 
with boys being more likely to behave violently compared to girls (β = -0,128; p< 
0,01). This set of predictors (SES and demographic variables) explained 5.1% of 
total variance (p< 0.05) of committing peer violence.

 In terms of SES variables, education of mother (β = -0,160; p< 0,01), work 
status of the father (β = -0,111; p< 0,05) and fear over financial situation (β = 0,182; 
p< 0,01) are independently significant in predicting victimization in school, and 
the respondents whose mothers have lower level of education, whose fathers have 
poorer work status and who fear over financial status in the family more often, are 
also being more victimized. Out of demographic variables, none predict victim-
ization independently. This set of predictors (SES and demographic variables) ex-
plained 11% of total variance (p<0.01) of victimization.

Table 4: Results of regression analysis with the variable of material deprivation as predictor

Criteria -> Committing violence Victimization
Predictor β β
Gender -,115** ,068
Age ,068 ,083*
Location of school ,021 -,066
Academic achievement -,085* -,095*
Material deprivation -,031 -,253**
R ,182** ,310**
R2 ,033** ,088**
N 562 562

   *p < 0,05; **p < 0,01
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 According to results obtained in regression analysis, shown in Table 4, ma-
terial deprivation independently does not significantly predict committing peer vi-
olence, and when it comes to demographic variables, gender (β = -0,115; p< 0,01) 
and academic achievement (β = -0,085; p< 0,05) have independently and signific-
antly predicted committing violence. More violent groups are boys and students 
with poorer academic achievement. This set of predictors (material deprivation and 
demographic variables) explained 3.3% of total variance of committing peer viol-
ence.

 Material deprivation independently predicted victimization (β = -0,253; p< 
0.01),with respondents with lower level of material deprivation more often being 
victims of their peers.  Demographic variables of age (β = 0,083; p< 0,05) and school 
achievement (β = -0,095; p< 0,05) independently predict victimization on a signi-
ficant level, with older children and those with poorer academic achievement being 
more often victimized. This set of predictors (material deprivation and demographic 
variables) explained significant 8.8% of total variance (p<0.01) of victimization. 

 In conclusion, it should be noted that the examined variables explain a re-
latively small proportion of the variance in peer violence, which suggests that in 
order to explain this phenomenon, other individual and contextual factors and their 
interactions also need to be examined. 
Discussion

 The results show that a third of respondents (34.8%) acted violently at least 
once during the school year, and almost a half (45.7%) have in the same period 
experienced violence from their peers. Along with the fact that the obtained results 
are consistent with the findings of many other studies (Craig et al., 2009; Tokun-
aga, 2010; RajhvanBulat and Ajduković, 2010; Fu et al., 2013, Hinduja and Patchin, 
2014), they also warn of the extent of the problem of peer violence in school regard-
less of different operational variables and determine the intervals at which the vi-
olence occurs (weekly, monthly, yearly). The results suggest that in relation to cited 
studies, there has been an increase in violence, and since the number of violent in-
cidents is growing steadily, there are fears that the problem is getting out of hand (Fu 
et al., 2012; Frutos, 2013), despite various prevention programs. But the uniqueness 
of this research is that questions did not refer to total violence among peers, but to 
violence which is caused by material status of an individual student. In this respect, 
these data are indicative and worrying. Although peer violence is manifested and 
analyzed in terms of schools, it certainly exceeds them, so the results of this study 
need to be seen beyond them, or in a broader context. In addition, what must not 
be left out is the more prominent general inequality in contemporary society, which 
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very likely affects the behavior of children who actually imitate adults (Due et al., 
2009). It is possible that nowadays  they internalize preferred behavior that is only 
aimed at success, at all costs, and are based on aggression, power and domination, 
and ultimately encourage differences, distrust, hostility and violence (Pickett and 
Wilkinson, 2007; Elgar et al., 2013). Literature (Jansen et al., 2012) suggests that in 
explaining participation of children in bullying, socioeconomic inequalities should 
be taken into account. Starting from that framework, this study analyzes peer vi-
olence as a reflection of specific socioeconomic family conditions which the child 
lives in.

 As for the perpetrators of violence, the mentioned finding that one third 
of the respondents act violently towards their colleagues who are different byso-
cioeconomic characteristics (modest clothing, shoes, noticeable lack of financial 
resources) needs to cause concern. Even more so, data was collected by personal 
testimonies, and students have the tendency to give socially acceptable answers and 
sometimes they do not see their behavior as violent but as a joke, entertainment, 
especially that which is happening in the virtual world. The results of the conduc-
ted research show that the perpetrators of violence are often male students, of poor 
school achievement and those that are older, so male students with poorer school 
achievement are also predictors for committing violence. 

 Although perpetrators of violence are both girls and boys, in this, as well as 
in other studies (Cook et al., 2010; Velki, 2012; Beran, 2012; Fu et al., 2012; Elgar et 
al. 2013), it was found that boys, in comparison to girls, are more numerous in the 
category of bullies and are at greater risk for committing violence. This result can 
also be explained by the influence of a wider social environment in which show-offs 
of male strength are still tolerated, encouraged and generally considered acceptable 
behavior for boys (Beran, 2012). In accordance to social stereotypes, boys want to 
be seen as strong and powerful, whom others admire, especially girls. Some authors 
(Edgar et al., 2013) see violent behavior of boys as an attempt to maintain their 
social status in an unjust society. This particularly becomes evident in adolescence, 
when they fight for their position, dominance and popularity in the classroom. 

 The finding that the perpetrators of violence are often older students and 
eighth-grade students, was expected and consistent with the results of similar stud-
ies (Olweus, 1998; Velki, 2012), which confirms that older boys show more violent 
behavior. 

 The result that poorer school achievement correlates, but is also a statistic-
ally significant predictor for committing violence, is quite expected and in line with 
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other research (Olweus, 1998) which explain violent behavior as a reaction for fail-
ure in school. But according to results of this research, poorer school achievement 
is associated with victimization, which is also confirmed by other studies (Glew et 
al., 2005; Holt et al., 2007). Thus Glew et al., (2005) reported that 90% of victims 
of peer violence have lower grades, one third have problems concentrating, and 
they also experience feelings of fear and anxiety, all of which can have an adverse 
effect on their academic results. In explaining the relation between poor academic 
achievement and victimization, it needs to be noted that nowadays, in culture that 
is focused on success at all costs, students who have poorer academic results are 
often exposed to mockery, ridicule, insults, exclusion from school activities, mean-
ing non- physical, but also physical forms of violence. Embarrassment and violence 
they experience results in stress that hinders their school functioning and has a 
negative impact on their school success. People generally have a tendency to avoid 
embarrassing situations to students who experience such situations, and especially 
because of feeling of insecurity, children start skipping classes. Sense of insecur-
ity at school and unjustified absenteeism have a devastating effect on school per-
formance. Therefore, the correlation between academic achievement and violence is 
multi causal – lower success may be the cause of violence, but also its consequence, 
which again encourages bullying. On the other hand, academic achievement can be 
a protective factor from a series of problems in behavior of students and even viol-
ence. Therefore, in preventive school programs, strategies which allow every child 
to achieve success, according to their individual capabilities, must have a central 
place.  

 Analysis of connection between demographic variables with victimization 
also showed that there are more victims of peer violence in schools in rural areas, 
which can be explained by the fact that in such areas, people know more about liv-
ing conditions of others, and children from such background are more sensitive to 
stigmatizations and differences (Ridge, 2009). 

 The conducted analysis shows that none of the SES variables, as well as ma-
terial deprivation, does not correlate with committing violence, nor predicts it, and 
similar results were stated by Sourander et al. (2000). It seems that in relation to 
SES, other variables, such as family cohesion and interaction and parental actions 
(Šimić Šašić et al., 2011) have a significant role in violent behavior toward peers. 
And when it comes to victims of violence, a large number of recent studies (Ridge, 
2009; Jankauskiene et al., 2008; Due et al.,, 2009; Fu et al., 2012) suggest a connec-
tion between socioeconomic situation of the family and victimization of the child, 
which is also supported by the results of this research.
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 It is interesting that almost all SES variables that imply that a family is poor 
(child not having its own room, mother has lower level of education, mother and 
father have a lower work status, family rarely goes on vacations, children fearing 
family financial situation) are correlated in a statistically significant way with vic-
timization. Although correlations are not high, they are indicative and statistically 
significant. Some of these variables independently predict victimization signific-
antly, meaning that respondents whose mothers have a lower level of education, 
whose fathers have a lower work status and who fear financial situation in the family 
are also victimized more often. Material deprivation is also a significant predictor of 
victimization. This also confirms the research hypothesis that adolescents living in 
economically disadvantaged conditions as well as materially deprived are at greater 
risk of being victims of peer violence. 

 As previously mentioned, a part of respondents in this study did not answer 
questions about material income of parents, so it could have affected results because 
it is an important indicator of SES, but when it comes to disadvantaged children, it 
should be noted that it cannot be reduced to only income indicators, but an equally 
important role is also give to other factors such as education and employment of 
parents (McDonald, 2008). 

 Employment of parents is taken as an important indicator of SES because it 
is a relatively stable category which indirectly indicates earning (economic status) 
and non-economic, social characteristics, such as prestige etc. (Jansen et al., 2012). 
Lower level of education of a mother, who in our, still traditional culture, still takes 
more care of the child’s education and spends more time with the child, indicates 
insecure employment, low income and disadvantaged social positions, and is as-
sociated with quality of parenting. Katz et al. (2007) point out that mothers with 
lower level of education provide less support (emotional, social, instrumental and 
information), use inappropriate educational methods etc. Children who receive no 
emotional support from their parents feel alienated, unhappy, sad, which all leads 
them into a position of a victim of peer violence. Other studies confirm that low 
level of education of parents increases the risk of victimization twice (Nordhagen et 
al., 2005). 

 Fathers are still seen as breadwinners, and their work status is considered 
a direct information on the social and economic status of the family, and accord-
ing to this research results, it is also a predictor of victimization. Correlation was 
also found between mother’s and father’s work status with victimization of children. 
Mothers, and especially fathers who are unemployed or work but are not being paid 



196

V. Bilić

Epiphany: Journal of Transdisciplinary Studies, Vol. 8, No. 2, (2015) (Special Issue) © Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences

or are only occasionally employed, are in an unenviable situation and are exposed 
to stress. Not surprisingly, they are irritable, frustrated, demoralized and have diffi-
culties coping with feelings of powerlessness and failure. Such condition is followed 
by despair, hopelessness, numbness, and eventually depression (Katz et al., 2007). 
It is therefore more difficult for them to focus on needs of a child and adequately 
respond to them (Jensen, 2009; Conger et al., 2010; Martin et al., 2010) even when 
they want to. Crisis family situations can reduce the availability of parental sens-
itivity and often lead to inappropriate, angry, inconsistent reactions, even the use 
of harsh discipline. Thus children are exposed to example and stress. Ridge (2009) 
claims that if parents are under stress, their children are also likely to be. Katz et 
al. (2007:44) consider stress a fundamental mechanism that connects unfavourable 
financial situation with unfavourable outcomes. In addition to the fact that parents 
are their possible models whose passive behavior and feeling of helplessness they 
imitate, childrenare often victims of their harsh verbal and physical actions (Bilić 
et al., 2012). Violence begins at home and goes on at school, as well as the stress 
they are exposed to, while it is all multiplied with brutal acts from peers at school. 
What they experience in their parents’ home, especially the feelings of rejection and 
sadness, they transmit to their school environment, which again leads them into a 
position of victim, but now of peer violence. 

 Another variable correlating with victimization is a lack of room, an intim-
ate corner, which children perceive as a problem that prevents them from inviting 
their peers over and hanging out with them. In fact, they perceive their disadvant-
aged position through social relations, not only through material resources (Mc-
Donald, 2008).

 An unfavourable material situation can especially be evident in school 
through lack of school supplies, books or difficulties in meeting social needs (school 
trips, pocket money, birthday parties, outings). These elements of material depriva-
tion, as stated by children, bring them into unequal position in comparison to their 
peers. Not being able to follow trends (clothes, shoes, mobile phones, etc.) is a vis-
ible indicator of poverty and difference in relation to the group they belong to. The 
difference is also contributed by a lack of access to resources (activities that are im-
portant for success) which have a vital role in their well-being and makes it difficult 
for them to be what they can be (KletečkiRadović, 2011). Deprivation in on area 
causes deprivation in other areas too (Ridge, 2009), it affects their educational and 
life chances. This inability of individuals to realize their potential and rights (Elgar 
et al., 2013) is referred to as socioeconomic inequality.

 Since all children, especially adolescents, have similar expectations and the 



197  

The role of socioeconomic differences and material deprivation in peer violence

Epiphany: Journal of Transdisciplinary Studies, Vol. 8, No. 2, (2015) (Special Issue) © Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences

need to compare themselves with others, those who have difficulties with their ma-
terial and social reality, it is not simple or easy for them while doing so. On the 
one hand, it is for a personal feeling of being different, and on the other, it is peer 
pressure and relations. A sense of being different, inferior and deprived both emo-
tionally and materially, personally affects them very hard and they are quite aware 
of the implications of such a situation (Ridge, 2009). Additionally, they think they 
are not likeable or worthy to be loved, which all cumulatively affects their feeling 
of personal value and emotional stability (Rohner et al., 2012). Such negative men-
tal presentations determine their relations with others. They cannot trust others, 
are too sensitive to reactions of others and generally perceive their environment as 
an unsafe, threatening and dangerous place (Rohner et al., 2012). The main con-
sequences are shame, sadness and fear of being different and excluded, which can 
be felt in all domains of child’s functioning (Ridge, 2009). One should not also for-
get the fear and burden of a family situation, which was found, according to these 
research results, to be a correlate and predictor of victimization.

 Inability to have clothes, shoes and mobile phones like others or go on trips 
with their families and classmates often results in discrimination, prejudice and so-
cial isolation (McDonald, 2008). Rejection and exclusion from the group and en-
couraging others not to be friends with them, is a form of relational violence which 
leaves devastating consequences. But, for the same reason, children are often ex-
posed to verbal violence, ridicule, humiliation directly, and also electronically. Situ-
ations of physical violence are not rare either. So, because of socioeconomicinequal-
ity, students can be victims of multiple victimization (Holt et al., 2007), which, 
according to this research results, affects a large number of children, almost half of 
the respondents.

 On the one hand, rejecting behavior often experienced in a family then 
strengthened in school, and on the other hand, disrespect, humiliation and open 
attacks on dignity, have serious consequences (Jensen, 2009; Ridge, 2009; Neubourg 
et al., 2014). They affect health (physical consequences), again affect social relation 
(relational consequences) and the child’s behavior (behavioral consequences). They 
also have a negative effect on school life (passivity and lack of interest in school, 
week sense of belonging, poorer academic achievement, absenteeism). Most visible 
consequences are those in the emotional domain, and are associated with sadness, 
depression, hopelessness, despair, fear of marginalization, together with deep emo-
tional trauma and development of depressive symptoms in adolescence. Studies 
which Jensen (2009) refers to confirm that poverty is a predictor of depression in 
adolescence. All of the above leads into a position of a victim who are described as 
timid, withdrawn, quieter, more cautious and sensitive, passive, submissive, suffer-
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ing from lack of self-esteem and having a negative attitude towards themselves and 
their position, they feel ashamed and unaccepted, unattractive (Olweus, 1998 : 39). 

 Finally, it should be noted that not all children who grow up in materially 
unfavourableconditions  show negative development outcomes (KletečkiRadović, 
2011), and it depends on their individual characteristics, but also their parents’ be-
havior. It is also necessary to repeat that many parents, in spite of their scarce mater-
ial resources, behave in an appropriate and responsible manner (Katz et al., 2007), 
and raise their children with love and protect them from bad influence from the 
environment and even family problems.

Limitations

 Although this research results are indicative, they still have methodological 
limitations. First of all, only one source of data was used, self-estimation, and more 
sources (parents, teachers) would probably generate a more objective image of the 
analyzed problems. In addition, not all data about material income of the family 
were obtained. Future researchers are suggested to form a composite variable of 
financial status of the family or poverty.

Conclusion

 Contrary to expectations, at the beginning of 21st century, there is almost 
an imposition of the need to develop awareness of socioeconomic inequality and 
material deprivation and encourage understanding of everyday reality of a growing 
number of children and adolescents who live in poor financial conditions. Socioeco-
nomic problems in family are even more evident at school through lack of school 
supplies and access to activities which most people consider necessary (sports, lan-
guage learning etc.) and difficulties with fulfilling social needs of students (trips, 
outings, celebrations etc.). Deprivation in one area often causes deprivation in oth-
ers so children, unlike their peers who come from families with better SES, do not 
have equal chances to develop their potential and rights and realize their life goals. 
In addition, because of everything mentioned above, they frequently experience 
embarrassment and violence from their classmates.

 The fact that it is a widely spread problem is also confirmed by the results 
of a research which show that during one school year, one third of children (34.8%) 
has committed at least once, and one half (45.7%) experienced peer violence, be-
cause they are different by socioeconomic characteristics (more modest clothes, 
shoes, evident lack of financial resources). The problem of peer violence must be 
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seen in the context of socioeconomic social inequalities, but as well as a reflection 
of specific socioeconomic family conditions which students live in. 

 Findings of this research show that adolescents who live in economically 
unfavourable conditions and are materially deprived are at greater risk of being vic-
tims of peer violence. It is interesting that almost all SES variables which indicate 
poor families (not having own room, mother has a lower level of education, mother 
and father have a low work status, the family rarely goes on vacation, children are 
afraid of the family financial situation) are in correlation with victimization. Some 
of them, in a statistically significant way, independently predict victimization, i.e. 
respondents whose mothers have lower level of education, whose fathers have a 
lower work status, who are materially deprived at school and who fear the family’s 
financial situation more, are more often victims of peer violence. 
At school, poor children are often associated with various embarrassing situations, 
such as mischief, fights, stealing, and contrary to this stereotype, our research res-
ults show that the analyzed SES variables or material deprivation do not predict 
committing violence. 

 Practitioners, general public and policy makers are suggested to pay atten-
tion and help a growing number of children from socioeconomically disadvantaged 
families. They need to be in focus of all school preventive programs, especially be-
cause of greater risk for them being exposed to peer violence.
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