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Subadolescent Queen Bees 

By ALEXANDRA STARR

Anyone who has spent time in a middle-school cafeteria knows that girls can be nasty. As it happens, cattiness isn't confined to the pubescent set. According to a study released by Brigham Young University researchers earlier this year, girls as young as 4 manipulate their peers to stay atop the social hierarchy. "They'll spread rumors and give their peers the silent treatment," says David Nelson, an assistant professor of marriage, family and human development at B.Y.U. and an author of the study. "They do whatever works to maintain control." So much for the sugar-and-spice reputation of the sandbox set.

High-school bitchiness has been a cultural fixation for several years now. (Witness the popularity of the movie "Mean Girls," itself based on the best-selling book "Queen Bees and Wannabes.") And psychologists have been studying so-called relational aggression - as opposed to physical aggression - in both male and female adolescents for more than a decade. But the B.Y.U. study, which appeared in April in the journal Early Education and Development, was the first academic paper to document that very young girls know how to exert psychological dominance over their peers. While the study doesn't address how queen bees are formed, Nelson speculates that many of these children are raised by unusually controlling parents, who show them that manipulation reaps results. "They take the relationship paradigm they learn at home and transfer it to their peer group," he says. 

Of course, in the popular imagination it's boys, rather than girls, who inspire the real terror on the playground. And the B.Y.U. researchers did find that boys are just as aggressive as girls. But their bullying takes many forms: they'll throw punches and orally belittle their prey. The preschool queen bee - who accounted for 8 percent of the girls in the B.Y.U. study - tends to use more subtle mechanisms to undermine fellow kids. She singles out specific children to be ostracized and pressures other girls into following her lead, creating literal mini-versions of the cliques that dominate high schools. 
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