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Addressing Research Gaps in the Intersection Between
Homophohia and Bullying

Dorothy L. Espelage
University of lUi'nois at Urbana—Champaign

Susan M. Swearer
Universify of Nebraska—Lincoln

Abstract. Bullying, aggression, and peer victimization among adolescents are
significant public health concerns. Recent research has demonstrated that bullying
and peer victimization sometimes include homophobic epithets directed at het-
erosexual and lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) youth. It appears
that being at the receiving end of homophobic banter generally contributes to
worse outcomes among youth. This article highlights methodological issues in
conducting research with LGBT youth, and stresses the importance of using
theoretically and empirically supported definitions, including youth who are
sexually questioning, focusing on multiple social and cultural contexts, and
examining how support networks serve as buffering agents with regard to the
effect of homophobic bullying on psychological outcomes.

Despite the links between bullying and ams, & Bemat, 1999). Research suggests that
homophobia, there has been little effort to victimization as a result of homophobia is not
integrate these areas of study. Findings fo- necessarily limited to LGBT-identified indi-
cused on these topics highlight the prevalence viduals, but can create a hostile climate for all
and serious consequences of each area within students as it is a way in which masculine/
the education system (Espelage & Swearer, feminine gender-role norms are promoted and
2003; Kosciw, 2004; Rivers, 2001; Stein, maintained (Epstein, 2001). Some 20 years
1995). Broadly conceived, aggression includes ago in the book Homophobia: A Weapon of
behaviors such as fighting, name-calling, bul- Sexism, written by the founder of the Wom-
lying, and social exclusion (Crick, 1996, Es- en's Project in Arkansas, Suzanne Pharr
pelage, Bosworth, & Simon, 2000). Indicators (1988), it was recognized that homophobia
of homophobia include negative attitudes, be- marginalizes and oppresses LGBT individu-
liefs, behaviors, and stereotypes toward indi- als, especially women. Pharr, in her chapter on
viduals who are not exclusively heterosexual eliminating homophobia, argued that preven-
(referred to as LGBT—lesbian, gay, bisexual, tion has to be at multiple levels, and pointed to
and transgendered individuals; Wright, Ad- the importance of eliminating the tendency for
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adults to overlook children and adolescents
calling others derogatory names (i,e,,
"faggot").

More recent qualitative and ethno-
graphic investigations have expanded on the
importance of changing the language children
and adolescents use, improving school envi-
ronments that promote homophobic attitudes
and behaviors, and protecting sexually ques-
tioning and LGBT youth (Kimmel & Mahler,
2003; Phoenix, Frosh, & Pattman, 2003;
Plummer, 2001), These studies, coupled with
recent quantitative studies (Poteat & Espelage,
2005; Poteat, Espelage, & Green, 2007), have
found strong associations among bullying,
sexual orientation, and homophobia, and all of
these have been related to negative school
environments and over time related to nega-
tive psychological outcomes for students.

This special series includes four data-
based investigations that explore the relation
among sexual orientation, homophobia, and
bullying along with other mental health issues
among middle and high school students. From
these articles we work to frame the concept of
homophobia within the context of current bul-
lying research. By doing so, we seek to further
examine ways in which homophobia perpetu-
ates and defines forms of bullying and aggres-
sion. Several outcome variables are included
in this research and underscore the serious
nature of these social problems among adoles-
cents. The research we present is quantitative
in nature, and expands upon and clarifies prior
qualitative findings. Collectively, our findings
support the argument that homophobia and
bullying should be examined concurrently in
future research, and that discussion of homo-
phobia should be included in bullying inter-
vention programs within schools. We also of-
fer additional suggestions for addressing and
decreasing bullying and homophobia among
students, and ideas for future research in this
area.

We have ordered the articles with the
intention of building complexity in the think-
ing on these topics. First, Swearer, Turner,
Givens, and Pollack (2008) present findings
on the relation between bullying and teasing
and the use of homophobic epithets such as
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"You are so gay" and how these comments are
linked to negative psychological consequences
among boys in an all-male school. Rivers and
Noret (2008) extend our understanding of psy-
chological adjustment among both heterosex-
ual and LGBT male and female youth in the
United Kingdom. Expanding the theoretical
perspective of these behaviors to include peer
group influences is the topic of the third article
(Poteat, 2008). Then, the final article includes
an examination of both contextual effects
(school, parents) and psychological adjust-
ment (Espelage, Aragon, Birkett, & Koenig,
2008). This article demonstrates that the inter-
section and effect of bullying and homophobic
attitudes on adjustment varies across social
contexts. That is, outcomes depend on the
support systems that youth have in their
environment.

This special issue represents significant
progress in starting to merge two research
agendas on the psychological and sociological
aspects of all children and adolescents who
grow up in our schools. Our schools are not
generally tolerant of any sexual orientation
that varies from a heterosexual orientation.
The set of four articles in the special series
will push this research agenda to an exciting
and intriguing level. It is our hope that these
articles will pave the way for even more re-
search on this subject. These articles represent
groundbreaking methodological approaches
and tackle many issues. Rather than reiterating
the topic of each article, we will attempt to
highlight the areas in which these articles push
the integrations of these fields forward.

Samples and Definitions Are Diverse

In the four articles, sample characteris-
tics and definitional issues vary. Swearer et al.
(2008) include a study of an all-male college
preparatory school, a sample that is often
overlooked in psychological and sociological
studies on homophobia and bullying alike.
Poteat (2008) includes a sample of students
from a high-achieving high school in Central
Illinois, with a sample consisting of 25%
Asian American students. Espelage et al.
(2008) added to the extant literature by exam-
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ining a large sample of high school students
across a number of schools with a wide range
of socioeconomic and racial compositions,
and Rivers and Noret (2008) included an in-
ternational sample. These articles also include
samples of general student populations who
did not identify their sexual orientation
(Swearer et al., 2008; Poteat, 2008); student
populations who identified as heterosexual,
homosexual, or sexually questioning (Es-
pelage et al., 2008); and students who identi-
fied whether they were solely attracted to
same-sex or opposite-sex youth (Rivers & No-
ret, 2008). Espelage et al.'s (2008) categoriza-
tion of youth as sexually questioning repre-
sents an important step in the research in that
these youth reported more psychological dis-
tress than students who identified as either
homosexual or heterosexual. These findings
suggest that future studies need to consider
how to ask survey questions to capture the
potentially unique psychological and sociolog-
ical aspects of being in a questioning phase of
sexual orientation development.

Homophobia and General Peer
Victiniization Coexist

Homophobic attitudes and behaviors ap-
pear to be interrelated with other forms of
verbal and physical forms of peer victimiza-
tion. Swearer et al. (2008) demonstrated that
26% of boys (ninth through eleventh grades)
who were bullied indicated that they were
bullied by being called gay. This subsample of
boys also reported the highest levels of verbal
and physical bullying victimization. Poteat
(2008) demonstrated that peer groups that are
high on general aggression perpetration also
have the highest levels of negative attitudes
toward LGBT youth and greater use of homo-
phobic epithets. Espelage et al. (2008) found
that students who were sexually questioning
and those who identified as homosexual re-
ported being teased about their sexual orien-
tation in comparison to heterosexual individ-
uals. Rivers and Noret (2008) did not find
differences in bullying victimization, perpetra-
tion, or observing bullying between youth at-
tracted to same-sex youth and those who were

attracted to opposite-sex youth, but they found
that those attracted to same-sex peers worried
more about being gay or lesbian. These find-
ings suggest that homophobic attitudes and
behaviors often coexist with other forms of
aggression and victimization, which will re-
quire much more attention to measurement
issues.

Environment Matters

Studies in this series support previous
findings that experiencing homophobic banter
is related to heightened psychological distress
for the general student population (Swearer et
al., 2008) and for sexual questioning youth
(Espelage et al., 2008) and homosexual youth
(Rivers & Noret, 2008), and greater drug/al-
cohol use was found for youth questioning or
those attracted to their same-sex peers (Es-
pelage et al., 2008; Rivers & Noret, 2008).
However, these studies move beyond group
differences to explicate potential buffering or
exacerbating effects of the environment. In an
online study of 3,450 public and private or
parochial U.S. students (ages 13-18), 88% of
the students said that homophobic remarks
were used at least some times when teachers
were present, and many students reported that
teachers and staff did not intervene during
these incidents (Harris Interactive & the Gay,
Lesbian, and Straight Education Network
[GLSEN], 2005). These findings suggest that
the response of other students as well as teach-
ers to homophobic banter might play an im-
portant role in developing and maintaining a
climate that is not supportive of sexually ques-
tioning and LGBT youth. Indeed, Swearer et
al. (2008) found an association between being
bullied by being called gay and perceiving the
school climate as negative. Students attracted
to same-sex peers in Rivers and Noret's
(2008) study did report seeking support from
staff. Furthermore, Espelage et al. (2008)
found a moderating effect for positive school
climate and parental support for LGB and
questioning students; more specifically, stu-
dents who were questioning or LGB reported
fewer negative psychological outcomes if they
were in a school that they perceived to be
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positive or felt they had strong parental sup-
port. Poteat (2008) investigated perhaps the
most instramental context during early adoles-
cence—^peer groups. Using social network
analysis to assess friendship groups and hier-
archical linear modeling to study socialization
effects, he found that individuals who be-
longed to aggressive peer groups reported in-
creasing their use of homophobic epithets over
time. Also, he found that the increase in the
use of homophobic epithets was moderated by
being in a group that held negative attitudes
toward gays and lesbians. In other words, stu-
dents with friends who held negative attitudes
toward LGBT youth reported an increase in
calling other students "gay," "faggot," or
"lesbo."

To make the implications even more
salient, this special series includes two com-
mentaries from two leading scholars in the
field of school psychology. Jane Conoley,
Dean of the College of Education at the
University of California, Santa Barbara, of-
fers insights related to implications for
school policy and teacher education training
programs (Conoley, 2008). Deborah Thar-
inger, professor of school psychology at the
University of Texas at Austin, offers com-
mentary on practice implications for mental
health practitioners and how findings can
inform assessment (Tharinger, 2008). Both
commentaries affirm the complexity of inte-
grating the two literatures on bullying and
homophobia.

The recent study commissioned by the
GLSEN in 2005 found several important find-
ings regarding the harassment of LGBT youth
in schools (Harris Interactive & GLSEN,
2005). Of the 3,450 public and private/paro-
chial U.S. students surveyed online, astound-
ing numbers were reported for the percentage
of students who found their schools to be
intolerant of sexual orientation. Thirty-three
percent reported being verbally or physically
harassed or assaulted during the past year as a
result of their perceived or actual sexual ori-
entation. Over 50% of the respondents fre-
quently heard students make homophobic re-
marks, and 51% of the students frequently
heard students make sexist remarks. Common
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phrases (some 69% reporting) included "that's
so gay" or "you're so gay." Students who are
or are perceived to be LGBT were three times
as likely as non-LGBT students to feel not safe
at school (22% vs. 7%) and 90% of the LGBT
teens had been verbally or physically harassed
or assaulted during the past year because of
their perceived or actual appearance, gender,
sexual orientation, gender expression, race/
ethnicity, disability, or religion.

This study is also significant in that it
included surveys completed by 588 gay or
lesbian parents of children (kindergarten to
Grade 12) and 154 middle and high school
students with parents who identify as lesbian
or gay. The findings of this report published in
2008 by GLSEN (Kosciw & Diaz, 2008) fur-
ther highlighted the importance of understand-
ing the world of children and famihes in which
parents are LGBT. Interestingly, LGBT par-
ents experience the climate of schools similar
to LGBT students in that 53% felt excluded by
the school through their policies, 26% felt
maltreated by other parents, and 21% heard
comments from other students about LGBT.
Furthermore, it appears that a tolerant school
environment serves as a buffer for parents too;
more specifically, parents who perceived the
school had policies that protected their chil-
dren felt less maltreated. Surveys of middle
and high school students of LGBT parents
indicated a disturbing finding in that over 25%
of the students reported that teachers encour-
aged them not to speak of their family to other
students.

Findings of the 2005 and 2008 GLSEN
report provide the strongest empirical support
for this special issue. It is clear that students
across the life span attend classes in which
being anything but heterosexual places them at
risk for victimization and humiliation. In fact
it appears that being anything but heterosexual
equals something bad as early as elementary
school. It behooves the field of school psy-
chology to forge a research agenda in this area
in order to facilitate prevention and interven-
tion programs. This special issue represents an
important first step in this direction.
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