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Abstract 

This study focuses on the formation of bullied individuals’ friendships and romantic 

relationships. Individuals bullied in their past may be more likely to form connections with those 

who share similar oppressive experiences. Thus, we investigated the possibility that implicit 

homophily underlies the formation of interpersonal relationships amongst previously bullied 

individuals. Moreover, we investigated whether these individuals were aware of their friends’ 

and romantic partners’ similarly oppressive experiences prior to initiating the relationship. Our 

findings suggest that the young adults in our sample bullied in grade school are significantly 

more likely to have a close friend and or significant other who also experienced bullying. The 

findings of this study contribute to the relatively small, yet growing, body of research on implicit 

homophily, add to research extending homophily processes to bullies and victims, and are in line 

with research suggesting that deselection (a form of induced homophily) can coexist with 

homophily by personal preference. 

 Keywords: homophily, bully victimization, interpersonal relationships 

 

 

 

 

 

  



IMPLICIT HOMOPHILY AND BULLYING                                                                           3 

 

Misery Implicitly Loves Company: Implicit Homophily and Bully Victimization 

Homophily, which is the sorting of social ties into groups that match various 

sociodemographic features, is a well-documented phenomenon (McPherson et al., 2001). Two 

ways in which homophilous groups may form result from choice or induction (Huber & 

Malhotra, 2013; McPherson et al., 2001). Choice homophily denotes groups that form based on 

salient characteristics, socially expressed cues, and symbolically interactive markers of identity. 

The groups that one is born into are the most powerful of these. Race-homophily is quite 

possibly the most substantial component of group formation (Kao & Joyner, 2004; Lewis & 

Kaufman, 2018; Mayer & Puller, 2008; McPherson et al., 2001; Messias et al., 2017; Quillan & 

Campbell, 2003; Wejnert, 2010), followed by (in no specific order) sex (Hofstra et al., 2017; 

Messias et al., 2017; Smith et al., 2014), ethnicity (Hofstra et al., 2017; Smith et al., 2014; Syed 

& Juan, 2012; Vervoort et al., 2011), and sexual orientation (Galupo, 2007; Logan, 2013; Ueno 

et al., 2012). Homophily also forms based on chosen groups from which one extracts a sense of 

self-esteem and nests one’s self-concept, such as religion (McPherson et al., 2001), sports 

fandom (Phua, 2012), political orientation (Alford et al., 2011; Allen & Post, 2004; Huber & 

Malhotra, 2017), and gender identity (Mehta et al., 2017). Furthermore, homophily with groups 

that one achieves identification with is potentially established due to (but not limited to): 

educational attainment (Skopek et al., 2011) and prestige among university faculty (Evans et al., 

2011), fitness and weight loss (Crosnoe et al., 2008; Robinson, 2016), and grouping with 

similarly high achieving players in massive multiplayer online role-playing games (Utz & 

Jankowski, 2015). 

In contrast, induced homophily manifests as a result of the social structural 

pressures/constraints of one’s current situation (Huber & Malhotra, 2013; McPherson et al., 
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2001). For instance, homophilous perceptions of an emergency may lead a group of random 

individuals to form rapidly, albeit briefly, with a collective goal of rescuing, protecting, or 

otherwise responding to the situation (Alstott et al., 2014). Induced homophily may also form 

based on current personal challenges, such as group membership required by law (e.g., someone 

with a DUI attending mandatory Alcoholics Anonymous meetings) or membership organized 

within a healthcare facility (i.e., breast cancer inpatient support groups) (Andersen et al., 2008; 

Wright, 2000). 

Induced homophily further manifests when individuals become excluded from 

consideration for inclusion in other social circles. For instance, a depressed high school student 

may be evaluated as unappealing and consequently deselected by their peers (Rudolph et al., 

2008). Indeed, research has found evidence of deselection homophily among depressed youth 

(Schaefer et al., 2011), individuals who have engaged in self-injury (Prinstein et al., 2010), and 

psychopathology (Mercer & DeRosier, 2010). More recently, a Canadian study of international 

students’ decisions to form close bonds with others of the same ethnic background or other 

international students (even if they were not of the same race/ethnicity) was primarily due to 

their descriptions of Canadian-born students rejecting them in unstructured social interactions 

(Robinson et al., 2020). Thus, while followers of Catholicism may show religious homophily 

clearly as a result of their preference for people who follow the same faith (McPherson et al., 

2001), the phenomenon of homophily within breast cancer inpatient support groups (Andersen et 

al., 2008) and racial/ethnic homophily among international students (Robinson et al., 2020) takes 

place “in the absence of preference” (Schaefer et al., 2011, p. 766).   

In addition, homophily may also result from a process known as socialization, whereby 

individuals in a social relationship become more similar over time (Stevens & Prinstein, 2005).  
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For example, longitudinal research on best friends has found that the depression experienced by 

one friend has a contagion effect on the other, such that the correlation in their two depression 

scores increases over time. Similar socialization patterns have been reported for political 

orientation (Jennings et al., 2009), religious orientation (Patacchini & Zenou, 2016), and 

depression contagion in parent-child relationships and married couples (Hammen et al., 1991; 

Joiner & Katz, 1999).  

The present study investigated a relatively understudied form of homophily known as 

Implicit Homophily. This phenomenon (which is conceptually similar to Background 

Homophily; McCroskey et al., 1975) is characterized as individuals forming a social bond 

(whether friendship, romantic relationship, or larger group identity) on the basis of their 

similarity on non-salient personal factors (Jacoby-Senghor, 2014; McCroskey et al., 2007). For 

instance, if person A and B are at a social event and music starts playing that neither of them 

likes, they may notice that they are the only two people not dancing. In this case, the cue of 

subjective similarity (similar dislike of the current song) was communicated implicitly by a 

comparison of their body language to everyone else’s. Thus, even non-verbal behavioral cues 

can create a sense of a shared identity with others. 

Similarly, individuals who had interracial friendships during high school are more likely 

to form interracial friendships in college with peers who also had interracial friendships in high 

school (Mayer & Puller, 2008; Stearns et al., 2009). Moreover, individuals who previously had 

cross-sexuality friendships (e.g., straight male - gay female) were more likely to make friends 

across multiple intergroup dimensions in college (Goldstein, 2013). Even genetics research 

found homophily among individuals with similar polymorphic alleles on the dopamine D2 

receptor DRD2 (Fowler et al., 2011). Given that peers’ polymorphisms are not easily discernible 
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when interacting, the finding of genotype-level homophily suggests that some phenotypic 

behavior(s) signals similarity to peers bearing genotypic resemblance. Another study found that 

participants’ perceived similarity with same-race peers was associated with their degree of anti-

Black implicit bias (Jacoby-Senghor, 2014). The study’s author poignantly noted that “...it is not 

objective behavior per se that is important, but rather the message about the targets’ subjective 

experiences that those behaviors imply” (Jacoby-Senghor, 2014, p. 54).  

Overall, all three forms of homophily discussed above (choice homophily, induced 

homophily, and implicit homophily) allude to the tendency individuals have to form 

relationships with those who are similar to themselves; however, each form of homophily 

uniquely manifests itself (Huber & Malhotra, 2013; Jacoby-Senghor, 2014; McCroskey et al., 

2007; McPherson et al., 2001). Choice homophily relies on salient markers such as race and 

ethnicity to drive the formation of social relationships. Induced homophily does not depend on 

such apparent characteristics, instead driven by similarities in social situations and personal 

goals. In each of these instances, however, relationships form based on explicit qualities, 

structural constraints, and situational factors. With implicit homophily, connections form 

between individuals with similar backgrounds despite the absence of any universally 

recognizable salient markers.  

Oppression Homophily 

Our investigation focuses on group formations based on past oppressive experiences of 

bullying and on individuals who have engaged in self-harm. Of particular interest was the degree 

to which the friendships formed due to explicit characteristics (whether phenotypic or cosmetic) 

shared between the individuals, or if sharing a history of such oppressive experiences would 

affect individuals in such a way that they send and receive implicit cues of similarity. As 
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previous research has shown, shared experiences of oppression is an attribute, similar to shared 

religion and shared political affiliation, that generates homophily (Cortland et al., 2017; Distel et 

al., 2010; Logan, 2013).  

For instance, Distel et al. (2010) found that lonely individuals tend to form pair-bonds 

with individuals who share a similarity in their loneliness experience. Joiner (1999) found 

evidence of homophily among individuals who engaged in self-harm. Moreover, shared 

subjective experiences (bullying and loneliness) increases fondness of others more than shared 

objective experiences (salient group categorizations) and thus may explain the strength of 

implicit homophily (Distel et al., 2010; Pinel et al., 2006; Pinel & Long, 2012).  

As such, we predict that individuals who have experienced bullying and engaged in self-

harm would display a tendency towards forming close bonds with one another. However, few 

studies have investigated implicit homophily concerning oppressive past experiences of peer 

victimization and self-harm. Thus, addressing that gap was the aim of the current study. 

Bullying & Peer Victimization 

Bullying is a form of aggression that is intentional, repetitive, and occurs in the context of 

a power imbalance between the perpetrator and the victim (Olweus, 1994). Bullying can be 

further broken down into specific subcategories, including physical bullying and verbal bullying 

(Rivers & Smith, 1994), cyberbullying (Hinduja & Patchin, 2010), and social bullying 

(Borowsky et al., 2013).  

 Bullying is a prevalent malignancy in America’s public-school system (Hatzenbuehler et 

al., 2015) and is negatively associated with individual’s mental health and well-being (Swearer et 

al., 2010), physical health (Greco et al., 2007), academic performance (Juvonen et al., 2000; 

Macmillan & Hagan, 2004; Peguero, 2011), and social identity development (DeVoe et al., 2005; 
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Peguero & Williams, 2011; Williams et al., 2000; Williams & Sommer, 1997). Research 

consistently reports associations between being a victim of bullying and the internalization of 

depression, anxiety, and negative self-perceptions (Meland et al., 2010; Swearer et al., 2010). 

Consistent with the literature mentioned above, bullies show homophilous affiliation patterns 

(Cairns et al., 1988). 

There may be various explicit factors associated with an individual’s experience of bully 

victimization. For instance, research illustrates that bullied students usually possess a salient 

physical feature (e.g., obesity, racial minority, glasses, disability; Iyer-Eimerbrink & Jensen-

Campbell, 2019; Qureshi, 2011; Turner et al., 2011) not socially reinforced. Thus, it is 

reasonable to consider that oppression homophily may result from (1) salient physical 

characteristics, such as obesity, that make someone a less appealing social partner and (2) the 

emotionally dysregulated behavior of some bullied or depressed individuals may drive others 

away. Thus, we assessed the degree to which various explicit characteristics influenced 

friendship patterns among bullied and non-bullied participants. 

Given the importance of social relationships in meeting the need for belongingness, it is 

reasonable to consider that humans develop implicit cues to potential group similarity or 

likelihood of social affinity. The utility of such cues would be ascertained incrementally in 

proportion to the redeeming value of the social connections they enable us to form. This implicit 

homophily in friendship formation is potent in that it transverses real-life interactions into the 

virtual and online context. For example, individuals who play Massively Multiplayer Online 

Role-Playing Games (MMORPG) connect online without explicitly or personally knowing one 

another. The manifestation of implicit homophily is perhaps summarized best by Lou et al. 

(2013) upon the realization that male and female MMORPG players are more likely to make 
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corporeal same-sex friends despite the fact that all they can see in the game is the other player’s 

non-corporeal avatar (which often is not the same sex as the actual player): “Since players are 

not told of the real gender of other players and can only see the avatar gender, this appears to 

indicate the possibility that a subconscious, implicit selection process may be at work” (p. 834). 

Been Through It 

Some facets of individuals’ self-concept are more chronically accessible than others 

(Bargh et al., 1988). For instance, a mother or father’s self-concept of being a parent is 

chronically accessible. Chronically accessible means that whether they are grocery shopping, in 

an office meeting, or taking an exam, they will immediately change ongoing plans if they receive 

a call from the school indicating their child suffered an injury during recess. In essence, the 

critical social identities we carry (i.e., being a parent) and significant favorable/adverse events of 

our lives can become chronically accessible. Such events weave themselves into the fabric of 

who we are.  We argue that being a victim of bullying may be a chronically accessible 

component of someone’s self-concept (Rosen et al., 2007).  

Chronically accessible components of one’s self-concept should be particularly sensitive 

to and discerning of relevant cues (regardless of their intended salience) from others (Neuberg & 

Sng, 2013). For example, someone who feels cheated in a previous transaction may perceive the 

smiling car salesman as someone preparing to tell yet another lie. In this instance, the person is 

hypervigilant to cues of deceit, perhaps even to the extent that they will judge an otherwise 

honest salesperson as having duplicitous intentions. 

Whether or not someone has engaged in self-harm can be considered a chronically 

accessible facet of the self as well. The maladaptive and unhealthy strategy of self-harm may be 

utilized by some individuals due to the neural overlap in how the brain processes physical and 



IMPLICIT HOMOPHILY AND BULLYING                                                                           10 

 

social pain (Eisenberger, 2012).  Indeed, the “neural overlap causes an incidental effect where 

physical pain offset simultaneously generates emotional pain offset” (Franklin et al., 2013, p. 

116). As such, the emotional pain experienced by victims of bullying may make them more 

likely to engage in self-harm, making this a potential factor in assortative relations among those 

individuals. 

Taken together, we reasoned that if oppressive experiences such as peer victimization are 

chronically accessible components of someone’s self-concept, then it should be the case that 

bullied individuals should be more likely than others to form social bonds with peers who have 

been through it as well.   

Overview of Current Research 

Bullying Hypotheses 

Many individuals recover from the psychically damaging experience of bully 

victimization. However, as is the case with physical wounds, bullying leaves an emotional scar 

etched onto someone’s self-concept in such a way that it influences future social interaction 

patterns. Thus, the present study investigates if the interpersonal relationship formation patterns 

of bullied individuals reflect implicit homophily, thereby leading two experientially similar 

individuals to develop interpersonal bonds at a high rate, even without knowing that they share 

an oppressive history. From this, we formed the following hypotheses. 

Hypothesis 1: Friendships. We predicted that individuals who have been bullied would 

be more likely than those who have not to form friendships with individuals who have also been 

bullied.  
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Hypothesis 2: Romantic Relationships. We predicted that individuals who have been 

bullied would be more likely to form a romantic relationship with a peer who was also bullied 

than individuals who have not been bullied. 

Hypothesis 3: Self-Harm. Consistent with Prinstein et al. (2010), we predicted that 

individuals who have engaged in self-harm would be more likely to have friends who have also 

engaged in self-harm than individuals who have not. 

Exploratory Analyses 

Though we made no formal hypotheses regarding deselection homophily, the literature, 

as mentioned earlier, suggests that individuals who have been bullied conduct themselves in such 

a way that results in surrounding themselves with others who have similar experiences of peer 

victimization (Prinstein et al., 2010). Individuals may find themselves in this position because (1) 

the broader peer network ostracized them and constrained their social choices, or (2) the 

experience of bully victimization leads them to desire other marginalized peers even without 

initially being aware that they share that painful history or both. Thus, we decided to assess 

participants on the different dimensions of bullying. This included the degree to which physical 

appearance led to bullying, different rates of bullying based on race/ethnicity, and someone’s 

openness to befriending a peer with perceivably unpopular characteristics (e.g., drives an ugly 

car, eats alone in the cafeteria, engaged in self-injury, rarely eats, deleted their social media, 

materialistic, and opposition to alcohol consumption). These seven facets were considered and 

chosen in an exploratory manner.  

A potential alternative outcome may be imperfect homophily. For instance, Cawley et al. 

(2006) found that obese individuals would rather remain sexually inactive than form a romantic 

relationship with another obese person. Thus, individuals who have been bullied and engaged in 
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self-harm may avoid forming platonic and romantic relationships with peers who have had 

similar experiences. From a social utilitarian perspective, there is more social capital to be 

obtained from forming a social bond with someone who is socially popular than from someone 

who has faced similar oppression at their peers’ hands. Indeed, a risk-averse social auditor may 

determine that bonding with such a person would be a net cost on their overall social capital.  
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Methods 

Participants 

 Participants were 192 undergraduate students (121 female; Mage = 20.25, SDage = 2.1, 18 

to 26) at a large, western U.S. university. The ethnoracial composition of the sample was as 

follows: 59.8% Asian, 19.0% Hispanic, 13.0 % White, 5.98% Mixed, and 2.17% Black. 

Participants registered for the study through an online study recruitment platform known as the 

SONA system (Fidler, 1997). The SONA system allows students taking social science classes to 

browse different ongoing studies and to select the ones that they would like to participate in. As 

compensation for their participation, students received one hour of credit towards their lower-

division Psychology research requirement. 

Procedure 

 Participants completed a 15-page, 85 question, questionnaire packet in a bright and quiet 

room. The questionnaire evaluated participants’ basic demographic information, their personal 

experience with bullying, as well as their current and past interpersonal relationships. The 

duration of the time spent on the survey was approximately one hour. All participants completed 

an informed consent form before receiving and beginning the survey. After participants 

completed the questionnaire material, they were debriefed about the study and assigned research 

credit. 

Measures  

Bully Victimization 

Participants completed a qualitative item asking them to define what bullying means to 

them in a few sentences. They then completed several dichotomous items asking if they were 

bullied in the past, a current victim of bullying, bullied in high school, and bullied in college. 
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They then completed items asking them to specify which grades of high school, which grades of 

college, and which broad form(s) of bullying they experienced (physical, verbal, social, and 

cyber).  The following definitions were provided to participants for each broad classification of 

bullying: physical (hitting, kicking, stealing/damaging personal things), verbal (name calling, 

teasing, intimidation, verbal abuse), social (spreading rumors, encouraging others to exclude you, 

damaging your reputation or social acceptance), and cyber (bullying on social media, the 

internet, via texts).  

In addition, participants were asked how frequently the bullying occurred, the location 

where it occurred the most, and the reason(s) (if any) that they believe they were targeted.  The 

options included: physical attributes, personality traits, inability to do certain activities well, 

disabilities, socioeconomic status, being friends with someone who was not well-liked, clothes, 

note sure, and other as a qualitative option in which participants could write in a response that 

was not listed. 

Impact of Bullying 

Participants completed items assessing how bullying impacted their participation in 

school activities, grades, attendance, asking questions in class, self-esteem, willingness to 

express the experience to friends and family, and willingness to befriend an individual with 

lower socioeconomic or psychosocial standing. Each of these items were completed on a seven-

point Likert-type scale (1 = lowest agreement/least impact vs. 7 = highest agreement/greatest 

impact).  

Close Friendships & Relationships 

We operationally defined a close friend as a friend in which the participant is subjectively 

able to trust and rely on in their relationship. Furthermore, we defined a significant other as an 
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individual in which the participant has established a romantic or intimate (e.g., boyfriend or 

girlfriend) relationship with. 

Participants were assessed on whether they were in a romantic relationship with someone 

and close friendship with someone who was previously a victim of bullying, whether they were 

aware of their past before befriending them, and whether their significant other or close friends 

were aware of their previous victimization of bullying beforehand. Participants’ responses to 

these questions were assessed on a nominal scale indicating either “yes” or “no.” Afterward, 

participants were assessed on whether all of their friends were currently aware of their previous 

bullying history, based on a five-point Likert-type scale (1 = no friends are aware vs. 5 = all 

friends are aware).  

 Participants were specifically asked how many friends they made solely on their shared 

history of being bullied to try to avoid reporting bias. The participants’ responses indicated 

whether their shared history was significant (due to implicit similarity) or an outside factor 

influenced their friendship formation. 

Self-Harm 

 Participants were assessed on whether they have thought about harming themselves in the 

past. In addition to this, participants were questioned on if they harmed themselves intentionally. 

Participants’ responses to these questions were assessed on a nominal scale indicating either 

“yes” or “no.” Furthermore, participants were asked how many of their close friends have self-

harmed, as well as whether they knew anyone personally (excluding their close friends) who 

have self-harmed. Participants' responses were assessed on a five-point Likert-type scale (0 = no 

individuals have self-harmed vs. 5 = more than 5 individuals have self-harmed).  
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Results 

 All participants were surveyed on a nominal scale on whether they were bullied in their 

past or not. A total of 106 participants reported that they had been bullied in the past; 11 

participants specifically reported that they were bullied in high school, and 6 participants 

reported that they were bullied in college. In addition to this, 121 participants reported a close 

friend who was bullied in the past.  

To avoid reporting bias, participants were surveyed on how many friends they made 

solely on their shared history of being bullied. A chi-square test of independence found that 

regardless of how many friendships were formed between previously bullied participants, there 

was no significant correlation, 2 (1, N = 86) = 2.994, p > .001. 

Hypothesis 1: Friendship 

Consistent with our first hypothesis, a chi-square test of independence found a significant 

effect for bully victimization and friendship formation, 2(1, N = 177) = 19.93, p < .001. As 

illustrated in Figure 1, previously bullied individuals were significantly more likely to have a 

close friend who was also bullied (71.1%) compared to those who reported not being bullied 

(28.9%). A subsequent chi-square, conducted to determine whether this friendship was formed 

based on (or with consideration of) explicitly disclosed information of having been a victim of 

bullying, was not significant, 2(1, N = 136) = .02, p = .894. This suggests that they were not 

aware that their friends had been victims of bullying prior to the formation of the friendships.  

Hypothesis 2: Romantic Relationship 

In line with our second hypothesis, a chi-square test of independence found a significant 

effect for bully victimization and romantic relationship formation, 2(1, N = 186) = 7.82, p = 

.005. As illustrated in Figure 2, previously bullied individuals were more likely to have a 
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romantic partner who had been bullied (81.8%) compared to those who reported not being 

bullied (18.2%). A subsequent chi-square, conducted to determine whether this romantic 

relationship formation was implicit or explicit, was not significant, 2(1, N = 64) = 2.54, p = 

.111. This suggests that these participants were not aware of their romantic partners' bullying 

history before they became couples.  

We extended these analyses to determine whether this implicit friendship and romantic 

partner formation differed between males and females. A set of four chi-square tests of 

independence (two for women and two for men) found that the significant findings for friendship 

formation based on bullying history were unchanged, but sex was a relevant factor in the 

formation of bullied individuals’ romantic relationships. Males indicated that they had formed a 

relationship with someone who had a history of being bullied [2(1, N = 119) = 7.54, p = .006], 

but females did not (p = .26).  

Hypothesis 3: Self-Harm 

Consistent with our third hypothesis, a chi-square test of independence found that the 

likelihood of befriending someone who previously self-harmed was significantly associated with 

respondents’ self-harm history, 2(1, N = 146) = 8.56, p = .003. As illustrated in Figure 3, 

individuals who previously self-harmed were far more likely to befriend peers who had self-

harmed (74.1%) than individuals with no history of self-harm (42.9%).    

Exploratory Analyses 

Physical Attractiveness 

In a study on imperfect homophily, Cawley et al. (2006) found that obesity reduced girls’ 

chances of entering a dating relationship but did not significantly reduce their chances of having 

sex. In disambiguating the findings between dating and sex, the authors astutely noted “that peers 
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observe one’s dating partners but not necessarily one’s sex partners” (Cawley et al., 2006, p. 87). 

In essence, the clandestine nature of sexual relations meant that having an obese sexual - but not 

romantic - partner poses “less risk to one’s reputation” (Cawley et al., 2006, p. 87). 

The present study revealed a conceptually similar pattern. Specifically, women who 

reported being bullied based on their physical attractiveness were more likely to be in a romantic 

relationship with someone who was also bullied based on their physical appearance, 2(1, N = 

69) = 6.82, p = .009. However, for men, there was no pattern to suggest that males who had been 

bullied based on their physical attractiveness were more likely to be with a significant other 

bullied for a similar reason.  

Deselection vs. Preference 

Lastly, we assessed the degree to which interpersonal relationships formed between 

bullied individuals based on deselection (constrained options due to no longer being desired by 

peers) and preference (perhaps bullied individuals desire befriending individuals with qualities 

non-bullied students would find undesirable). A MANOVA was conducted on the seven 

dependent variables (drives an ugly car, eats alone in the cafeteria, engaged in self-injury, rarely 

eats, deleted their social media, materialistic, and opposition to alcohol consumption) to 

determine their association with participants’ history of being bullied. The omnibus MANOVA, 

based on the Wilks Lambda criterion, failed to find a significant main effect between the 

variables (p = .219). However, there was a univariate main effect for bullying history on 

willingness to befriend someone who engages in self-harm, F(1, 187) = 4.35, p = .038, η2 = 

2.3%. Willingness to befriend someone who engages in self-harm was higher for bullied 

respondents (M = 4.9, SE = .2) than for non-bullied respondents (M = 4.2, SE = .2). A Roy-

Bargmann Stepdown Analysis was not conducted as no other main effect was found.   
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General Discussion 

 In the present study, we sought to determine if someone previously bullied was more 

likely to befriend or start a romantic relationship with an individual who shares a mutually 

oppressive history of bully victimization. Individuals who experience emotional pain, such as 

loneliness, may exhibit cues (e.g., nonverbal behaviors) that attract others with a similar history 

(Cacioppo et al., 2006). Research further illustrates that the experience of loneliness is an 

aversive state similar to hunger, and thus individuals are motivated to satiate their social appetite 

using readily accessible resources (Cacioppo et al., 2003; Eisenberger & Lieberman, 2004). Just 

as people may consume less than ideal food sources during times of starvation, the socially 

starved individual may relax their standards and preferences for interpersonal affiliation during a 

period of social famine. As a result, the likelihood of establishing meaningful relationships with 

peers who have had similar oppressive experiences may increase without the explicit expression 

or conscious awareness of the motivation to do so.  

Consistent with our first hypothesis, we found that bullied individuals were more likely to 

befriend someone who had previously been bullied. Next, in support of our second hypothesis, 

we found that bullied individuals were more likely to date someone who had previously been 

bullied. However, subsequent analyses conducted based on sex revealed support for our second 

hypothesis for males only. 

These findings can potentially be explained from an evolutionary and gender 

socialization theoretical perspective, as men may want to play hero for a bullied female, while 

women may assess a male who cannot protect himself as possessing low mate value. Therefore, 

women may reject bullied potential-partners to find a mate who can better-protect them (an 

evolutionarily based strategy) or avoid social repercussions from being associated with a socially 
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undesirable partner (a gender socialization based strategy). It may also be the case that women 

will dismiss previously bullied partners due to characteristics associated with being bullied in 

adolescence and young adulthood (e.g., lack of muscle mass, unattractive appearance, etc.). 

Please note, however, that these are just considerations and that any decisive stance is beyond the 

scope of this study.  Selecting a romantic partner is a multifaceted decision based on a complex 

interplay of individual preferences, attraction, and social factors. In terms of the latter aspect, 

women may place greater importance on bullying than men. It is also the case that heterosexual 

men may be more open to dating a woman who was a victim of bullying due to gender 

socialization (e.g., the ubiquitous portrayal of the knight saving the damsel in distress). Future 

research on this topic may elucidate the degree to which women and men consider prior bully 

victimization in their mate preferences.  

In addition, we sought to determine if the formation of their friendships and romantic 

relationships was due to explicit self-disclosure of their bully victimization histories, or if they 

formed the respective relationships prior to disclosing that they were both bullied or engaged in 

self-harm. Indeed, participants reported that the relationships formed despite not explicitly 

seeking out individuals with similar oppressive experiences, and without the disclosure of those 

experiences in their relationship formation. In short, the formation of their friendships and 

romantic relationships was partially the result of implicit homophily in that those who have 

similar past experiences are more likely to form social relationships with one another than those 

who do not. Although we agree that both choice and induced homophily play a significant role in 

the formation of friendships and romantic relationships, our data suggests that implicit 

characteristics also have an effect.  
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Consistent with research showing homophily among individuals who have engaged in 

self-harm (Prinstein et al., 2010), the current study found that individuals who have engaged in 

self-harm were more likely to have friends who have engaged in it as well. Moreover, 

individuals who had not engaged in self-harm were significantly less likely to indicate having a 

friendship with someone who had.  These findings regarding self-harm remain significant 

regardless of victimization history. That is, significant findings for self-harm homophily remain 

even among individuals who report not having experienced bullying.  

Furthermore, we sought to evaluate the degree to which interpersonal relationships 

formed between bullied individuals based on deselection and preference. The findings suggest 

that preference may play a more significant role than deselection in the formation of bullied 

individuals’ interpersonal relationships. While there might be some degree of deselection, in 

which previously bullied individuals become isolated due to their undesirable social status, there 

is a significant trend in which bullied individuals are gravitating towards others with a history of 

bully victimization history in their friendship formation.  

However, in contrast to friendship formation, both bullied and non-bullied individuals 

were more likely to be in a romantic relationship with someone who was not bullied. To be clear, 

bullied individuals were more likely to date someone who was bullied than non-bullied 

individuals, but their propensity to form friendships with similarly bullied peers was belied by 

their propensity to form romantic relationships with non-bullied peers. Though we lack the full 

social network data to make a stronger assertion, we feel that the difference illustrated in the 

comparison between Figures 1 and 2 is indicative of a preference on the part of bullied 

individuals. Indeed, the preference for non-bullied lovers was similar to the preference for 
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bullied friends. It is unlikely that the trend would be that sharp if deselection was the primary 

driver of bullied individuals’ interpersonal bonds. 

It is possible, however, that both preference and deselection may play a role in the 

context of self-harm homophily. Individuals bullied in the past may have a better understanding 

of why bully victimization may incline a victim to engage in self-harming behavior, and thus 

they would not view such a characteristic as undesirable. Indeed, it may be the case that bullied 

individuals would find such behavior understandable, and individuals who had previously 

engaged in self-harm (even if bullying was not a precursor) may find it relatable. On the other 

hand, non-bullied students may be more likely to consider self-harming behavior too out of the 

ordinary for their liking, making it undesirable. Specifically, befriending an individual that has 

self-harmed may require a high degree of empathy specific to that emotional context; empathy 

that may require more effort for individuals without histories of bully victimization or self-harm 

to generate given their lower likelihood of experiencing an emotional context of that nature.  

Research investigating ingroup-outgroup gaps in empathy find that heterosexual women 

are less likely to feel empathy for lesbians and (especially) gay men relative to heterosexual 

women in pain (Groth et al., 2012), people have a stronger empathic response to seeing a friend 

in pain relative to a stranger (Meyer et al., 2013), and White and Asian individuals have a 

stronger empathic response when seeing someone of the same race in pain (Xu et al., 2009).  

Of course, individuals without histories of self-harm or peer victimization are capable of 

being empathetic, caring, and overall amazing friends with individuals who do have a history of 

self-harm. We are simply suggesting that the greater empathic effort involved in such friendships 

among people with dissimilar histories may make them less inclined to form friendships with 
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those peers as often as they may form friendships with peers whose history bears more 

semblance to their own.  That difference in likelihood may be indicative of deselection.  

At the same time, individuals who have engaged in self-harm may be less likely to try 

and form friendships with peers who lack some semblance of oppressive experiences.  . 

Robinson et al. (2020) is instructive here. International students who moved to Canada with the 

best of postracial intentions ended up forming primarily homophilous friendships. This was due 

to the emotionally utilitarian calculations they began making as they came to accept the 

unfortunate reality that diversity is not inclusion.  In discussing their interviews with students, 

Robinson et al. (2020) stated that “Canadians’ resistance to international students’ friendships 

block the possibility for meaningful intercultural interaction” such that the “interactions with 

Canadians provide risks of rejection that appear to outweigh the benefits.” As a result of this 

cultural deselection, international students proceed with a strong preference for homophilous 

social circles in their ongoing interpersonal experiences as university students in Canada.   

We suggest that a similar process takes place among individuals who have engaged in 

self-harm and the interpersonal bonds that they form. They may have a sense within the first few 

minutes of interacting with someone (or even just observing someone) whether or not that 

individual is someone worth investing friendship energy into. In short, past experiences of 

deselection in high-school may underlie the preferences that influence individuals’ friendships in 

college.   

Limitations 

This study is limited in several aspects. First, there was no assessment of individuals’ 

experience of rejection in previous attempts to befriend peers who did not suffer from bullying, 

or (perhaps counterintuitively) their rejection of socially popular peers who made salient efforts 
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to form an interpersonal relationship with them. Such insights are critical to disentangle the 

effects of preference homophily from deselection (network constraint) and contagion 

(socialization). Recent homophily research has demonstrated the potential of social networking 

analyses to provide broader insights into individuals’ interpersonal relationships (see Boutyline 

& Willer, 2018; Karimi et al., 2018; Messias et al., 2017; Noon et al., 2019). Moreover, the 

cross-sectional nature of the research design suggests that care should be taken in the 

interpretation of the degree to which deselection, preference, and peer socialization influenced 

the formation of participants’ interpersonal relationships. 

In addition to this, there was no measure to control the social desirability bias within the 

study. Specifically, social desirability bias illustrates that participants are more likely to respond 

in a manner in which they would be viewed more socially desirable than others (Grimm, 2010). 

As the survey itself measured undesirable experiences, such as bullying and self-harm, 

participants that indicated that they were victims of these experiences are presumed to be 

accurate. As bullying and self-harm are difficult topics that are not typically publicly discussed 

with others, it is likely that participants are not socially influenced to indicate that they have been 

victimized for the purposes of this study. However, there may have been participants who did not 

feel comfortable or open to indicating that they have been victimized under the influence of 

social desirability. Thus, distinct measures to prevent social desirability bias, such as including 

forced-choice questions, may further ensure that participants respond accurately (Grimm, 2010). 

It is noteworthy that research by Eisenberg et al. (2005) on unhealthy weight control behaviors 

had participants report on their perceptions of their friends’ dieting behavior, whereas we had 

subjects report on their knowledge as to whether or not their friend had, in fact, engaged in self-

harm. 
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Though the finding of self-harm homophily, even in the absence of a self-reported history 

of bullying, is conceptually consistent with implicit homophily (Jacoby-Senghor, 2014), it is 

conceivable that explicit ingroup identification may occur through salient cues such as scars on 

someone’s arm that are perceived as the outcome of self-harm. Unfortunately, no measure was 

included to assess whether visible scars, burns, tattoos, or other symbolic body markings 

influenced initial impressions during the friendship formation process. Of course, the 

identification of scars on someone’s body does not indicate that the individual has engaged in 

non-suicidal self-injury. A large scar may be obtained through athletic competition and 

attempting to give a cat a bath may result in multiple small scars in the same location. Indeed, an 

assessment of scar salience in future research should consider the number of scars and the size of 

the scar(s), among other factors. 

Furthermore, assessments of participants’ weight, height, gender identity, and (for those 

in relationships) the race, sex, and sexual orientation of their romantic partner, would have 

provided more comprehensive insight into other individual and dyadic factors that influence 

relationships formation. As similarity and reciprocity are essential factors in friendship formation 

amongst adolescents, individuals are more likely to befriend someone of the same race and 

gender (Clark & Ayers, 1992). Specifically, Black adolescents were more willing to make cross-

race friendships than their White peers within the classroom, which was not necessarily 

reciprocated by their White peers within the predominantly White school. Due to this racial 

inequality, cross-race dyads were less likely to be formed by the White students than their Black 

counterparts (Clark & Ayers, 1992). Moreover, the implicit homophily research by Jacoby-

Senghor (2014) found that racially prejudiced individuals were less likely to befriend someone of 

the same race, which was associated with racial outgroups. Just like the adage, “You are judged 
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by the company you keep,” relationships have the potential to be created or avoided based on 

one’s affiliations as well as one’s characteristics.  

Another limitation in the current study was failing to consider bystanders, as their 

reactions to victimization scenarios are likely relevant in victims’ friendship formation process. 

For instance, bystanders may fail to adequately empathize with the experience of bullied peers 

(Martocci, 2019), may hold a higher threshold for what constitutes emotional pain for peers of 

some ethnoracial groups relative to others (Deska et al., 2020), may show more of a neural 

response upon witnessing a friend’s social pain compared to a stranger’s (Meyer et al., 2013), 

and may dissociate from bullied peers to avoid becoming victims of bullying themselves 

(Machackova et al., 2016; Salmivalli, 2001). In addition, the bystander effect illustrates that an 

individual’s likelihood of helping decreases when there is a larger audience, whether in-person or 

online (Fischer et al., 2011; Machackova, 2016). As aptly noted by Martocci (2019, p. 2), 

“current anti-bullying initiatives that privilege bystander intervention may be putting the cart 

before the horse, assuming the peer cohort is positioned to intercede.” Given the myriad factors 

that may influence bystanders’ behavior, they should be considered in future research on implicit 

homophily among bullied individuals and those that engage in self-harm.   

 Interestingly, the diversity of our sample is another limitation. It may be the case that an 

international respondent who was born and raised in India defines his or her high school physical 

bullying experiences differently than a Chinese American respondent who was born and raised in 

Canton, Ohio, defines his or her high school relational bullying experiences. Retrospective 

reports already present a unique challenge without the added complication of cross-cultural 

differences in bullying properties. Furthermore, respondents may have different definitions of 

bullying, regardless of their cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds. This difference could have 
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impacted their answers to questions about the presence and severity of bullying that they, their 

friends, or their romantic partners may have experienced. 

It would be interesting to determine whether the specific form of bullying that one has 

experienced influences interpersonal relationship development. For instance, a male who 

experienced relational aggression may be more likely to develop a female friendship network, 

and a female who experienced physical aggression may be more likely to develop a male 

friendship network (Burton et al., 2007). Furthermore, most of our respondents reported that they 

endured bullying before entering high school. It is possible that being bullied in elementary 

school or middle school, and the degree to which it increased or decreased over time, played a 

role in the kinds of interpersonal relationships they formed in early adulthood. Such an analysis 

would likely have to be longitudinal given the potential of contamination as retrospective cross-

sectional analyses extend further back in time (i.e., the tradeoff between a longer personal history 

ark and data that is increasingly subject to false memories and missing information).  

Conclusion 

These findings build on implicit homophily research by Jacoby-Senghor (2014) and add 

to the existing literature on oppression homophily by considering bully victimization as a 

relevant interpersonal dimension that contributes to forming individuals’ social networks. Future 

research could ascertain the underlying mechanism(s) that produce category boundaries in close 

relationship patterns for group memberships that are not temporally available (i.e., bullied in the 

past) or visually perceptible.  
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