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Gender Expression, Violence, and Bullying
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Samples of High School Students in 4 US
School Districts
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ABSTRACT
BACKGROUND: Young people may experience school-based violence and bullying victimization related to their gender
expression, independent of sexual orientation identity. However, the associations between gender expression and bullying and
violence have not been examined in racially and ethnically diverse population-based samples of high school students.

METHODS: This study includes 5469 students (13-18 years) from the 2013 Youth Risk Behavior Surveys conducted in 4 urban
school districts. Respondents were 51% Hispanic/Latino, 21% black/African American, 14% white. Generalized additive models
were used to examine the functional form of relationships between self-reported gender expression (range: 1 = Most gender
conforming, 7 = Most gender nonconforming) and 5 indicators of violence and bullying victimization. We estimated predicted
probabilities across gender expression by sex, adjusting for sexual orientation identity and potential confounders.

RESULTS: Statistically significant quadratic associations indicated that girls and boys at the most gender conforming and
nonconforming ends of the scale had elevated probabilities of fighting and fighting-related injury, compared to those in the
middle of the scale (p < .05). There was a significant linear relationship between gender expression and bullying victimization;
every unit increase in gender nonconformity was associated with 15% greater odds of experiencing bullying (p < .0001).

CONCLUSIONS: School-based victimization is associated with conformity and nonconformity to gender norms. School
violence prevention programs should include gender diversity education.

Keywords: bullying; child and adolescent health; public health; stress; violence; special populations.
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here has been heightened attention to bullying and

violence victimization in US schools, particularly
for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT)
youth.'"® Less is known about bullying and violence
directed at adolescents who do not conform to societal
expectations for masculine or feminine appearance
and behavior (ie, have a nonconforming gender
expression). Some research suggests that youths with
a nonconforming gender expression are also at high
risk of bullying victimization, discrimination, and
violence.?®” A 2013 national convenience sample

of LGBT high school students found that 55%
of respondents had been verbally harassed and
11% had been physically assaulted at school due
to their gender expression.? However, data from
heterogeneous population-based samples of youth
are lacking.

There is a particular need to understand links
between victimization and perceived gender expres-
sion for youth of all sexual orientation identities.
Evidence indicates that sexual minority youth
are
more likely to be gender nonconforming.?10 Yet,
gender expression is distinct from sexual orienta- tion
identity and many heterosexual youth also report
gender nonconformity.''2 Thus, to increase our
understanding of the stigma-related factors that
contribute to adolescent experiences of bullying and
violence, it is essential to investigate the relation- ship
between gender expression and victimization, and its
potential implications for adolescent health,
independently of sexual orientation identity. Indeed,
violence and bullying victimization toward those per-
ceived as gender nonconforming have been associated
with adverse mental and physical health outcomes,
including depression and suicidality, not only among
sexual minorities!®but also across all sexual orienta-
tion identities, including heterosexuals.'?14

In addition to a need for research on gender
expression and victimization for those of all sexual
orientation identities, few studies have been able to
examine violence and bullying victimization across
the full range of gender expression (from highly
gender conforming to highly gender nonconforming).
The relationship between having a highly conforming
gender expression and violence or bullying is especially
poorly understood, although there is evidence that
pressures to conform to gender norms may also
impact health risks for more gender conforming
adolescents. For example, men who report greater
conformity to masculinity norms are more likely to
engage in risk-taking, including high-risk alcohol use
and more frequent tobacco use,'®'7 and to have
engaged in intimate partner violence.'® Few studies
have quantified relationships between conformity to
femininity norms and risk-taking or violence exposure,
although qualitative research has linked conventional
feminine gender ideologies in girls and women to

increased tolerance of sexual risk behavior and risk of
intimate partner violence.!%20

Leveraging data from the 2013 Youth Risk Behavior
Surveillance System on gender expression in school
contexts, this study sought to address these gaps by
examining the association between self-reported gender
expression and school-based victimization within
ethnically diverse probability samples of public high
school students from 4 urban locations.

METHODS

Participants

The current study used 2013 Youth Risk Behavior
Survey (YRBS) data from 4 jurisdictions that included
a novel measure of perceived gender expression
(described below): Broward County, FL; Chicago, IL;
Los Angeles, CA; and San Diego, CA (N= 6000).
Each survey used a 2-stage cluster sample design
to produce a representative sample of 9th through
12th grade students.?’ The surveys were conducted
following local parental permission procedures. Due
to small sample size, participants who were 12 years
of age were excluded. Individuals missing responses
on key variables were excluded from the analysis
(gender expression, 4.9%; sex, <1%; key covariates,
3.1%). In addition, respondents missing information
on each outcome were excluded from outcome-
specific analyses. Final unweighted analytic samples
ranged from N = 5412 to 5469.

Measures

Sex. Respondents were asked “What is your sex?”
with response options male or female. No jurisdiction
included a question on gender identity or other
items that would permit identification of transgender
respondents.

Gender expression (GE). Perceived GE was assessed
with a self-report question, based on a 2-item measure
developed for adolescents??and adapted and tested
for use in YRBS questionnaires by making it specific
to school contexts.?? This item purposefully solicits self-
reported perceptions, given the central role that such
perceptions play in stigmatization processes.???*
Respondents were asked: “A person’s appearance,
style, dress, or the way they walk or talk may affect
how people describe them. How do you think other
people at school would describe you?” with response
options ranging on a 7-point scale from “very fem-
inine” to “very masculine.” Responses were recoded
based on respondent sex to create a continuous vari-
able indicating degree of conformity or nonconformity
to societal norms of GE (range: 1 = most gender
conforming, 7 = most gender nonconforming).



School-based violence and bullying victimization.
In the jurisdictions in this study, 6 items assessed
violence and bullying victimization. Three items asked
about experiences of physical violence in the past year
(“How many times were you in a physical fight on
school property?” “How many times has someone
threatened or injured you with a weapon such as a
gun, knife, or club on school property?” “How many
times were you in a physical fight in which you were
injured and had to be treated by a doctor or nurse?”),
with 5 to 8 response options. One item asked about
perceived safety (“During the past 30 days, on how
many days did you not go to school because you felt
you would be unsafe at school or on your way to
or from school?”). Each outcome was dichotomized
(0 mo occurrence, 1 at least one occurrence). Two
dichotomous items asked about bullying victimization
in the past year: “During the past 12 months, have you
ever been bullied on school property?” and “During
the past 12 months, have you ever been electronically
bullied?” The distribution of these 2 items was similar
across GE, and thus, the items were combined into a
single indicator of any pastyear bullying victimization
(in-school or electronic; 0 = no, 1 = yes).

Sexual orientation identity and other demo-
graphic characteristics. Sexual orientation identity
was assessed with the question: “Which of the fol-
lowing best describes you?” (heterosexual [straight],
gay or lesbian, bisexual, not sure). Race/ethnicity was
assessed using 2 survey questions: “Are you His-
panic or Latino?” (yes or no) and “What is your
race?” (select all that apply). Responses were classified
as Hispanic/Latino, black/African American, white,
Asian/Pacific Islander, and another race/multiracial.
Age was assessed via self-report in years.

Data Analysis

We conducted descriptive analyses and hypothesis
testing using SAS version 9.3 procedures designed to
account for the complex sampling design and survey
weights (eg, PROC SURVEYLOGISTIC).?> Following
descriptive analyses, we used generalized additive
models (GAMs; SAS PROC GAM) to examine the
functional form (ie, function thatdescribes the shape of
therelationship between variables) of the associations
between GE score and the proportion reporting each
outcome. GAMs help in examining potential nonlinear
associations by relaxing assumptions of linearity and
generating smoothed curves of association with 95%
confidence intervals.?® Based on patterns observed in
GAMs, we used logistic regression models including
linear, quadratic, and cubic polynomial functions of
GE as predictors of the odds of reporting each form
of victimization, adjusted for age, sex, race/ethnicity,
and sexual orientation identity. Sex-by-GE and sexual

orientation identity-by-GE interactions were included

to examine whether sex or sexual orientation identity,
respectively, modified the associations between GE
and each outcome. Finally, the predicted probability
of endorsing each outcome across the GE spectrum
was calculated as the inverse logit of the model-based
estimate; probabilities were calculated at the average
sample age (16.1 years), weighting the racial/ethnic
and sexual orientation identity variables by their
marginal distributions.

RESULTS

The analytic sample included 2921 girls and 2548
boys in high school who participated in a 2013
YRBS in 1 of the 4 included jurisdictions. Weighted
sociodemographic characteristics of respondents are
shown in the first column of Table 1. Table 1 also
presents the weighted distributions of each of the
5 violence and bullying victimization outcomes by
sociodemographic characteristics and by GE.

Figure 1 depicts the weighted distribution of
GE across sex and sexual orientation identity in
this sample. A higher proportion of male than
female participants were located at the most gender
nonconforming end of the spectrum (eg, 6% vs 1%,
respectively, for those with a GE score- 7). Greater
gender nonconformity was also associated with sexual
minority identities: there were higher proportions of
those identifying as gay/lesbian (13%) or unsure (9%)
than those identifying as heterosexual (3%) at the
most nonconforming end of the spectrum. Conversely,
a higher proportion of heterosexual respondents
(35%) than sexual minority respondents (16% for
gay/lesbian, 13% for bisexual, and 18% for unsure)
located themselves at the most gender conforming end
of the spectrum (GE score).

GAM analyses and subsequent multivariable logistic
models demonstrated statistically significant quadratic
associations between GE and fighting and fight-related
injury needing treatment, for both boys and girls
(Figure 2a,b). Notably, sex was significantly associated
with both outcomes, with boys having a higher
probability of fighting (p <.001) and of injury in a
fight (p=006) across all levels of GE; no sex-by-GE
interactions were observed for these outcomes. The
J-shaped relationship between GE and fighting, in
particular, suggests that the most gender conforming
and the most gender nonconforming respondents had
an elevated risk of fighting, relative to respondents
in the middle of the GE spectrum (Figure 2a). For
example, the adjusted predicted probability (95%
confidence interval) of having been in atleast one fight
was 6.8% (5.3%, 8.7%) for girls and 11.8% (9.4%,
13.5%) for boys at the most gender conforming end of
the scale (GE1) compared to their more moderately
conforming peers (GE 2: 5.1% [4.1%, 6.3%] for
girls and 8.9% [7.4%, 10.8%] for boys). At the most



Table 1. Demographic Characteristics and Reported School-Related Violence and Bullying Victimization Among 2013 Youth Risk
Behavior Survey Respondents (Ages 13-18 Years) From 4 Urban School Districts*

In 1+ Physical Threat/Injury Injured in Fight, Missed School
Fights W. Weapon Needed Trt. Because Felt Any Bullying Vict.
Total, % (Past Year) (Past Year) (Past Year) Unsafe (Past Month) (Past Year)
% (N) (N=5412)% (N = 5448)% (N = 5437)% (N = 5424)% (N = 5469)%

Overall 100 (5469) 8.8 5.6 37 7.7 17.9
Sex

Female 50.5 (2921) 6.5 4.7 2.8 8.2 20.7

Male 49.5 (2548) 11.1 6.5 4.5 7.1 15.0
Race/ethnicity

Hispanic/Latino 55.9 (2793) 8.2 5.6 3.5 7.5 17.6

Black/African American  21.0 (1076) 13.7 6.9 5.9 9.6 15.5

White 13 5(812) 46 4.2 1.6 7.5 21.8

Asian/Pacific Islander .4 (504) 6.2 3.1 2.5 4.9 19.6

Multi/another .2 (284) 9.6 6.7 3.2 5.5 18.3
Sexual orientation identity

Heterosexual 88.6 (4855) 8.2 4.9 3.2 6.9 15.8

Gay/Lesbian 9 (104) 20.4 19.8 10.9 21.8 29.7

Bisexual 5.6 (302) 14.8 8.3 6.3 10.7 34.0

Not sure 9 (208) 8.8 9.6 7.4 13.1 35.1
Gender expression score’

1 33.7 (1816) 9.9 5.2 3.7 7.0 14.7

2 32.5(1866) 6.1 3.4 2.3 5.4 15.6

3 14.9 (802) 7.3 4.9 3.1 7.9 20.6

4 10 3 (564) 8.0 71 4.0 8.5 25.2

5 0 (164) 13.9 10.6 6.9 13.6 26.2

6 1 8 (96) 14.3 16.1 6.2 14.2 21.7

7 3.8(161) 24.4 16.0 12.5 21.6 26.2

For all demographic variables and outcomes % is weighted;

*Broward Co., FL; Chicago, IL; Los Angeles, CA; San Diego, CA.
TGender expression score range: 1 = Most gender conforming; 7 = Most gender nonconforming.

n is unweighted.

Figure 1. Gender Expression Among High School Students by Sex and Sexual Orientation Identity in 4 Urban School Districts (2013
Youth Risk Behavior Surveys; N = 5469)
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nonconforming end of the GE range (GE= 7), the
probability of having been in a fight was 14.4% (8.7 %,
22.9%) for girls and 23.5% (15.4%, 34.1%) for boys.

There was a significant sex-by-GE interaction when

modeling the risk of being threatened or injured
with a weapon (interaction p-values <.05). GAM

analyses suggested a significant quadratic relationship
between GE and this outcome for girls and a significant
cubic relationship between GE and this outcome
for boys (Figure 2c). Among girls, the quadratic
model indicated a pronounced elevated probability
of victimization with a weapon for the most gender



Figure 2. Predicted Probabilities of Fighting or Violence Victimization in School Settings by Perceived Gender Expression and Sex
Among High School Students in 4 Urban School Districts (2013 Youth Risk Behavior Surveys; N-5469) Graphs show predicted
probabilities separately by sex (girls=dashed line; boys solid line). Shaded areas represent 95% confidence intervals around
predicted probabilities. All models account for clustering by school district, are weighted to account for sampling design, and are
adjusted for age, race/ethnicity, and sexual orientation identity. Models: (a) probability of having been in a physical fight in past
year; (b) probability of injury in a physical fight, needing treatment by a doctor or nurse in the past year; and (c) probability of
having been threatened or injured with a weapon in the past year. In all models, a main effect of sex was observed; in Model (c),
there was also a significant interaction between sex and gender expression. There were no significant interactions between sexual

orientation identity and gender expression
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nonconforming girls (36% predicted probability for
the most nonconforming girls compared to 4% for
those in midrange of GE). Among boys, the cubic
model indicated increased probability of victimization
with a weapon for boys at the most conforming end
of the range (5.7% if GE = 1 compared to 3.9% if

GE = 2), and an overall elevated probability among
the nonconforming boys, tapering off for the most

nonconforming (15.5% if GE = 6, 11.8% if GE = 7).
In contrast to the above outcomes, a linear relation-

ship best fit the association between GE and bullying

victimization and missing school due to feeling unsafe



Figure 3. Predicted Probabilities of Bullying or Missing School for Safety Reasons by Perceived Gender Expression and Sex
(Girls -Dashed Line; Boys -Solid Line) Among High School Students in 4 Urban School Districts (2013 Youth Risk Behavior Surveys; N
5469) Graphs show predicted probabilities separately by sex (girls dashed line; boys solid line). Shaded areas represent 95%
confidence intervals around predicted probabilities. All models account for clustering by school district, are weighted to
account for sampling design, and are adjusted for age, race/ethnicity, and sexual orientation identity. Models: (a) probability of
experiencing at-school or electronic bullying victimization in past year; and (b) probability of having missed school 1 days in past
month due to feeling unsafe. In all models, a main effect of sex was observed; additionally, in Model (b), there was a significant
interaction between sex and gender expression. There were no significant interactions between sexual orientation identity and

gender expression
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(Figure 3a, b). Greater gender nonconformity was
significantly associated with higher odds of having
experienced in-school or electronic bullying victim-
ization in the past year or having missed school for
safety reasons in the past month (both p <.001). Girls
had a higher probability of being bullied across all
levels of GE (p < .001). Sex-by-GE interaction terms
were only significant for missing school (p <.001): the
most gender conforming boys were less likely, while
the most nonconforming boys were more likely, than
girls to have missed school for safety reasons. There
were no significant interactions between sexual orien-
tation identity and GE for any outcome; thus, these
interaction terms were not included in final models.

DISCUSSION

In probability samples of public high school students
from 4 urban locations, the odds of being targeted for
bullying and violence were found to significantly differ
by gender expression, after adjusting for the effects of
sexual orientation identity. The ]J-shaped relationships
for violence-related outcomes suggest increased risk
for youths who are perceived by others at school as

highly gender conforming as well as those perceived as
highly gender nonconforming. In contrast, there was
a linear relationship between gender nonconformity
and odds of in-school or electronic bullying or missing
school due to feeling unsafe.

These findings expand the existing literature on
gender nonconformity and violence and discrimi-
nation among adolescents. Previously, most of this
research has focused on sexual minorities.>®713 We
foundassociationsbetween gendernonconformity and
violence and bullying even after accounting for sexual
orientation identity. Further, sexual minorities were
more likely to report a nonconforming gender expres-
sion; however, the majority of respondents at the
gender nonconforming end of the scale were hetero-
sexual, underscoring the importance of these issues for
both heterosexual and sexual minority youth. These
findings add support to prior studies conducted in
a predominantly white, middle-income cohort that
demonstrated increased risk of childhood abuse and
bullying victimization among gender nonconforming
heterosexual and sexual minority young people.'?14
Our findings indicate similar associations in an ethni-
cally diverse adolescent sample. Although sample size



limitations precluded an examination of differences
by race/ethnicity in this analysis, future research is
needed that explores these intersections.

We also observed modestly elevated odds of
fighting, injury needing treatment, and missing school
due to feeling unsafe for boys and girls reporting the
highest levels of gender conformity. For the boys in
the sample, this aligns with a robust body of work
describing male conformity to masculinity norms as
a predictor of aggression, violence perpetration, and
violence victimization among men.?’ 3% Conformity
to masculinity norms in adolescence and young
adulthood has also been associated with heavier
alcohol use,'>3! which raises risk of experiencing
or perpetrating violence.3?33 One study even found
differences in injury-risk behaviors associated with
conformity to masculinity norms in children as
young as 3-6 years old.3* However, few studies have
specifically examined the experience of adolescents
who report that they are perceived as having a highly
conforming gender expression, which may be distinct
from an individual’s adherence to conventional
masculine and/or feminine ideologies.

In this study, there was some suggestion that the
violence-related risks of highly gender conforming
girls followed a pattern similar to that of the boys
in the sample. Literature on violence and female
conformity to femininity norms has largely focused
on sexual and romantic relationships, including sexual
risks and intimate partner violence.'®3° There is much
still to be understood about the relationship between
high degrees of gender conformity and violence
perpetrationaswellasvictimization, particularly given
that perpetrators may also be victims of bullying and
discrimination.3¢37 The factors underlying the related
but distinct outcomes examined may vary by gender
in ways that are beyond the scope of this study.
For example, highly gender conforming girls may
be experiencing elevated levels of sexual harassment
compared to girls in the middle of the spectrum, which
may lead some to miss school due to feeling unsafe.
Elevated odds of having been in a physical fight may be
related to fightingbackinresponse to harassment, may
indicate exposure to intimate partner violence,?® or
may be related to other forms of social group conflict.3°
For example, Brown and Tappan3® described shifting
femininity ideologies among US middle school age
girls in conjunction with a rise in media images of
teenage girls in physical fights, which could also have
implications for the links between perceived gender
conformity and physical fighting in girls.

Sex-by-gender expression interactions were found
for 2 outcomes: having being threatened or injured
with a weapon and having missed school due to feeling
unsafe. For the outcome of threat or injury with a
weapon, the cubic effect among boys was distinct
from all other observed patterns, and the elevated risk

among girls at the most nonconforming end of the
spectrum was substantially higher than for all other
outcomes except bullying. This differing shape may
be driven by relatively sparse data for this outcome
but also could be related to differences in the social
environments and social experiences of boys and girls
who reported being at the most nonconforming end
of the scale compared to those who were slightly
less nonconforming. These differences might reflect
community-level differences in availability of guns,
school violence policies, or local drug-related or law
enforcement activity. Although this study adjusted for
clustering by region and school, there may be other
factorsrelated to sex and perceived gender expression
that remained unmeasured.

Overall, the prevalence of violence and bullying
victimization in this 4 school district sample was
similar to levels reported on the 2013 national YRBS,
with the exception of physical fighting, which was
reported by 9% of our sample compared to 25% of
respondents nationwide.3®> The lower prevalence of
physical fighting in our sample is notable, and may
suggest key differences between the districts in this
sample and the United States in general that could
have implications for reducing exposure to violence
and should be examined in future research.

We note several limitations to this study. First,
all measures are self-reported and there may be
additional factors we could not account for that might
lead some students to report higher levels of gender
conformity or nonconformity, including factors also
linked to violence or bullying victimization (such
as characteristics of perpetrators). Further, gender
expression is multidimensional, and our measure
represents only one approach to the measurement
of perceived masculine and feminine expression;
although survey research requires brief, validated
measures such as this one, alternate strategies
for assessing gender expression at the population
level should be explored in future research. In
addition, the YRBS questionnaires did not include
measures allowing for the identification of transgender
youth, a group that may be heavily impacted by
gender expression-related discrimination. Efforts have
already begun— and should be expanded— to promote
visibility of transgender youth on population-based
surveys such as the YRBS.3¢37

Second, as a cross-sectional study, temporal order-
ing of these relationships cannot be determined.
There is robust evidence that gender nonconformity
may be targeted by peers for discrimination and
victimization,?>®1* but there is also the possibility that
prior victimization experiences may impact reported
or actual gender expression. In a study of fifth graders,
peer victimization in the fall term predicted decreased
engagement in gender nonconforming behaviors in
the spring for boys, while among girls, victimization



predicted decreased engagement in both conforming
and nonconforming activities.?® Longitudinal research
is necessary to disentangle these relationships. Third,
generalizability is limited as this sample comes from 4
urban school districts that were motivated to include
a novel measure of gender expression. Yet, even in
these jurisdictions that may already have been more
attuned to issues of gender diversity in their student
body, greater gender nonconformity was strongly asso-
ciated with elevated odds of victimization, suggesting
that these may be underestimates of the experiences
of youth nationwide. Future uptake of this item by
additional jurisdictions or as part of the national
YRBS will allow for greater generalizability to the US
high school student population, and will also permit
needed examination of gender expression differences
by race/ethnicity and geographic area.

IMPLICATIONS FOR SCHOOL HEALTH

To our knowledge, this study is the first to use
a geographically diverse population-based sample
to better understand experiences related to gender
expression, bullying, and violence in school contexts
for 9th through 12th grade students. Based on these
findings, schools should consider the following in
efforts to address and prevent bullying and violence:

Both girls and boys who are more gender noncon-
forming may be at elevated risk of violence and
bullying victimization in school settings;

- These preventable experiences of stigmatization and
discrimination based on gender expression impact
not only LGBT students, but also students of all
sexual orientation identities;

- Given our finding that highly gender conforming
youth may be at elevated risk of fighting and victim-
ization, school-based violence prevention programs
should incorporate curriculum celebrating gender
diversity and identifying the negative effects of gen-
der stereotypes across a full spectrum of gender
expression.

In our study’s probability sample, which was
predominantly youth of color, findings emphasize the
need for future research focused on the intersections
of gender expression, racial/ethnic background, and
sexual orientation identity. This will have additional
implications for the development and implementation
of effective anti-violence and anti-bullying initiatives
that address the interplay of multiple forms and
multiple levels of stigma and discrimination in
school contexts (from state- and district-level policies
pertaining to gender and sexual diversity to individual
experiences of bullying or violence at school).
Inclusion of gender expression norms and gender
diversity in relation to other social determinants of

health within school violence prevention efforts may
offer new insights and pathways toward promoting
school health and mitigating the social stressors that
drive health inequities.

Human Subjects Approval Statement

The Boston Children’s Hospital Institutional Review
Board determined that protocol approval was not
necessary because the study used de-identified data
from secondary sources.
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