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Abstract
Introduction A relationship between homophobic verbal and bullying victimization has been established in the scientific 
literature, yet its findings remain debated. Similarly, the emotional impact of these phenomena may cross over, although not 
enough evidence is available to confirm this hypothesis. The study sought to examine this overlap of phenomena as well as 
their emotional impact, both independently and jointly, in a community-based school sample of adolescents with varying 
sexual orientations.
Methods A total of 2089 Spanish students aged 11 to 18 years (M = 13.68, SD = 1.31) completed self-report measures assess-
ing homophobic verbal and bullying victimization, sexual orientation, and emotional impact during 2017.
Results Lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) adolescents reported greater homophobic verbal and bullying victimization than 
their non-LGB peers. No differences were found in emotional impact based on sexual orientation or gender. However, dif-
ferences were found for victimization type, with LGB youth overrepresented in the poly-victim group. A mediation effect of 
homophobic verbal victimization was observed between bullying victimization and negative emotional impact.
Conclusions LGB students more frequently experience more types of victimization than their non-LGB peers. Homophobic 
victimization amplifies the likely emotional impact of bullying victimization, which should be considered in prevention 
programs and psychological interventions.
Policy Implications These findings highlight the importance of sexual diversity in the study of bullying behavior. It is also 
identified as a key area when developing prevention programs aimed at eradicating this type of violence from our schools.
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Over the last two decades, the scientific literature on the 
prevalence of and outcomes associated with homophobic 
bullying among adolescents has increased steadily (Espelage 
et al., 2019). This kind of bullying has been defined as a type 
of stigma-based bullying (Earnshaw et al., 2018), directed 
toward students who display behaviors that fall outside the 
heteronormative framework. Toomey et al. (2012) define het-
eronormativity as “a societal hierarchical system that privi-
leges and sanctions individuals based on presumed binaries 

of gender and sexuality” (p. 188). Homophobic bullying and/
or the use of homophobic slurs (e.g., that is so gay, no homo) 
can be directed toward not only lesbian, gay, and bisexual 
(LGB) individuals, but also non-LGB students who are gen-
der non-conforming and who do not uphold the behaviors 
expected of male and female gender roles (Meyer, 2008; 
Poteat & Espelage, 2005). Moreover, Birkett et al. (2009) 
found that adolescents who question their sexual orientation 
are also frequent targets of homophobic bullying.

Regarding prevalence, numerous studies have shown 
homophobic bullying to be more prevalent than bullying, 
recording rates between 30 and 75–80% of victims in most 
studies carried out over the last decade in Europe and the 
USA (e.g., European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 
2013; Hinduja & Patchin, 2020; Kosciw et al., 2018). Stud-
ies in Spain report the same trend, namely a higher preva-
lence rate of bullying and cyberbullying in sexual minori-
ties (Benítez, 2016a; Llorent et al., 2016; Pichardo & de 
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Stéfano, 2015), with some studies identifying almost twice 
as many non-heterosexual student victims in bullying and 
cyberbullying than heterosexual student victims (Elipe et al., 
2018; Garaigordobil & Larrain, 2020). In general, research 
indicates that LGBTQ + 1youth report being the target of 
homophobic bullying more so than straight-identified youth 
(for meta-analyses, see Fedewa & Ahn, 2011; Toomey & 
Russell, 2016). However, the way in which each study has 
operationalized homophobic bullying varies, making it dif-
ficult to establish clear conclusions. Specifically, some stud-
ies collect data on bullying (or cyberbullying) and identify 
differences in prevalence according to gender or sexual ori-
entation, assuming that victimization (e.g., physical, verbal, 
social exclusion) in sexual minorities would be homophobic 
bullying because of their targets (e.g., Elipe et al., 2018; 
Garaigordobil & Larrain, 2020; Hinduja & Patchin, 2020; 
Llorent et al., 2016). Other studies directly ask whether vic-
timization (or cybervictimization) is motivated by sexual 
orientation or gender (e.g., Benitez, 2016a; Kosciw et al., 
2018; Poteat et al., 2013). A limited number also include 
specific types of homophobic victimization, that is, homo-
phobic-specific aggressive behaviors, mainly verbal homo-
phobic victimization (Poteat & Espelage, 2007; Pichardo & 
de Stéfano, 2015), whereas some studies use community-
based school samples (e.g., Elipe et al., 2018; Garaigordobil 
& Larrain, 2020; Hinduja & Patchin, 2020; Llorent et al., 
2016); others use samples encompassing minority sexual 
youth only (e.g., European Union Agency for Fundamental 
Rights, 2013; Kosciw et al., 2018).

Homophobic Verbal and Bullying 
Victimization

In terms of homophobic behaviors, most studies have identi-
fied verbal homophobic aggressions as the most prevalent 
homophobic victimization type. Specifically, Birkett et al. 
(2009) found that 91.4% of LGB middle-school and high-
school students sometimes or frequently heard homophobic 
remarks in school such as “faggot,” “dyke,” and “queer.” 
Similar data were reported in the USA in GLSEN’s National 
School Climate Survey; 98.5% of LGBTQ students reported 
having heard “gay” used in a pejorative way, and 70.1% of 
students were verbally harassed given their sexual orienta-
tion, and 59.1% based on gender in the past year (Kosciw 
et al., 2018). In Spain, between 60 and 80% of students 
reported having witnessed homophobic verbal aggressions 
(Gómez et al., 2012; INJUVE, 2011; Pichardo & de Stéfano, 

2015), and around 70% of LGB students reported having 
been insulted via homophobic remarks and confirmed hav-
ing been victims of rumors (Benítez, 2016b). However, the 
relationship between homophobic verbal and bullying vic-
timization still needs to be clarified. From this perspective, 
bullying and its overlap with homophobic language has been 
previously established (Birkett & Espelage, 2015; Espelage 
et al., 2015; Espelage et al., 2018; Merrin et al., 2018; Poteat 
et al., 2012; Poteat & Rivers, 2010). Yet this raises two ques-
tions: First, is homophobic verbal victimization part of the 
bullying victimization pattern, and, if so, does this pattern 
correspond to specific students, namely sexual minorities? 
And second, should homophobic verbal victimization be 
considered a completely independent behavior, unrelated to 
bullying victimization?

Emotional Impact and Consequences 
of Homophobic Verbal and Bullying 
Victimization

The short-term emotional impact on victims can prove deci-
sive in the development of relational dynamics underlying 
bullying processes (Donoghue et al., 2014). Previous stud-
ies on bullying and cyberbullying have revealed significant 
differences in emotional impact according to personal fac-
tors such as gender and age, but most particularly in relation 
to the type of bullying experienced, severity of episodes, 
roles played, and poly-victimization (Giménez et al., 2015; 
Gradinger et al., 2009; Ortega et al., 2009; Ortega et al., 
2012). However, studies that specifically focus on emotional 
impact in homophobic victimization, especially over and 
above bullying victimization, are scarce, and some generate 
controversy in some areas. While the majority of studies have 
found significant correlations between homophobic name-
calling and several educational, psychosocial, and mental 
health concerns (e.g., Poteat & Espelage, 2007; Rinehart 
et al., 2020; Tucker et al., 2016), other studies have docu-
mented different results. For example, Collier et al. (2013a) 
found that homophobic name-calling was not independently 
associated with psychological distress after controlling for 
gender, sexual attraction, gender non-conformity, and other 
negative treatment by peers; Poteat et al. (2013) did not find 
effect of this victimization type, over and above bullying 
victimization, on depression but did observe an effect on 
anxiety. Furthermore, some studies have reported a different 
impact of homophobic verbal victimization according to gen-
der as well as sexual orientation (Birkett et al., 2009; Poteat 
& Espelage, 2007; Poteat et al., 2011).

On the other hand, poly-victimization—the experience 
of multiple kinds of victimization—has shown to have a 
significant effect on emotional impact; it is also related 
to trauma symptoms (Felix et al., 2009; Mitchell et al., 

1 This article employs the term “LGBTQ + ” to refer to lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, transgender, questioning, and/or gender non-conforming 
individuals/groups.
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2020). However, the majority of poly-victimization stud-
ies either include other victimization types unrelated to 
bullying (e.g., Johns et al., 2021; Sterzing et al., 2019) or 
refer to general bullying (Espelage et al., 2016); they fail 
to cover homophobic and bullying victimization together.

Current Study

Homophobic verbal and bullying victimization are 
clearly established phenomena in the literature. However, 
empirical results to date concerning their relationship 
and impact on victims are inconclusive and raise certain 
important questions: (a) Do both phenomena fall under a 
broader phenomenon, namely homophobic bullying? (b) 
Do both phenomena affect victims differently according 
to variables such as gender and sexual orientation? And 
(c) is the emotional impact of both phenomena likely to 
overlap?

This study aims to add empirical evidence to support 
and clarify the questions posed. Specifically, the study 
analyzes the immediate emotional impact of homophobic 
verbal and bullying victimization, as well as the impact of 
both phenomena taken together. To our knowledge, there 
are no published studies which focus on examining the 
immediate emotional impact behind these two types of 
victimization and how they relate. Furthermore, we are 
unaware of any Spanish research that reports prevalence 
data on both victimization types.

We hypothesize that homophobic verbal victimization 
may have a different effect on victims compared with bul-
lying victimization because of its unique characteristics, 
in that it imposes a certain stigma on victims; because of 
the victims’ sexual orientation (impacting more on LGB 
youth owing to other stressors experienced by these stu-
dents); and because of its frequent overlap with bullying 
victimization, thus exacerbating the impact involved.

The study objectives were as follows:

(a) To assess the prevalence of homophobic verbal victimi-
zation and bullying victimization, as well as the overlap 
between both victimization types—in other words, poly-
victimization, considering gender and sexual orientation

(b) To assess the emotional impact of victimization by 
victimization type (bullying victimization, homopho-
bic verbal victimization, or poly-victimization), gender, 
and sexual orientation

(c) To test possible mediator effects of homophobic verbal 
victimization on the relationship between bullying vic-
timization and emotional impact

Method

Participants

The sample comprised 2089 adolescents (47% girls; 53% 
boys) from nine schools in two southern Spanish cities 
(Cordova and Seville). Six were state schools, and three 
were state-funded schools. Four were urban schools, and 
five belonged to rural areas. Convenience sampling was 
used to recruit participants. The range of schools selected 
guaranteed that students with different socioeconomic sta-
tuses and backgrounds were included.

Students ranged from 11 to 18  years (M = 13.68, 
SD = 1.31); they were in their first through fourth years of 
compulsory secondary education (ESO) and their first year 
of vocational education (FP). Regarding sexual orienta-
tion, 85.4% of the sample was heterosexual, 1.4% lesbian 
or gay, 6% bisexual, and 7.2% non-attracted to boys or 
girls.

Measures

Participants completed self-report questionnaires that 
assessed bullying victimization, homophobic verbal vic-
timization, and emotional impact associated with victimi-
zation. The demographic variables considered in this study 
were age, gender, and sexual orientation.

Bullying Victimization

The Victimization sub-scale from the Spanish version of 
the European Bullying Intervention Project Questionnaire 
(EBIPQ; Ortega-Ruiz et al., 2016) was used to assess expe-
riences as a victim of bullying in the last two months. This 
scale comprises seven items and assesses verbal and physi-
cal forms of bullying (e.g., someone has hit me, someone 
has insulted me). Response options are 0 = never; 1 = once 
or twice; 2 = once or twice a month; 3 = around once a week; 
and 4 = more than once a week. This scale has shown adequate 
psychometric properties in previous studies. Internal consist-
ency of the Victimization sub-scale in this study was α = .77.

Homophobic Verbal Victimization

Four items—two corresponding to face-to-face interaction 
and two specific to the online context—were used to assess 
this victimization type. Items referred to having been insulted 
using homophobic epithets (e.g., fag, butch) and having been 
teased about one’s gender expression (appearance, clothes, 
and behavior). Participants were asked to respond on a 
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5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = never to 4 = more than 
once a week. The internal consistency was α = .66.

Victimization Emotional Impact

The Cyberbullying Victimization Emotional Impact Scale 
(CVEIS; Elipe et al., 2017) was used to assess the emotional 
impact of experiencing victimization. The scale comprises 
18 items distributed across three factors: (a) active impact, 
six items (e.g., energetic, lively; determined, daring; active, 
alert), α = .91; (b) depressed impact, nine items (e.g., scared, 
afraid; defenseless, helpless; depressed, sad), α = .93; and (c) 
annoyed impact, three items (annoyed, angry; irritable, in a 
bad mood; choleric, enraged), α = .89. This scale presents 
advantages over other measures when it comes to assessing 
emotional impact; not only does it cover the obvious nega-
tive emotions (those included under the depressed factor), 
but it also encompasses other less obvious emotions present 
among part of the population according to studies, such as 
anger-driven emotions (annoyed factor) and activation emo-
tions (active factor). The scale has shown adequate psycho-
metric properties in previous studies (Del Rey et al.,  2019). 
Participants were asked how much they experienced each 
emotion when victimized on a 5-point Likert-type scale, 
ranging from 0 = not at all to 4 = a lot.

Sexual Orientation

Two items were used to assess sexual orientation: “Regard-
ing erotic–affective relationships, I feel attracted to girls” 
and “Regarding erotic–affective relationships, I feel attracted 
to boys.” Response options ranged from 0 = I do not agree 
to 4 = I completely agree on a 5-point Likert-type scale. The 
answers were combined with self-reported gender (boy vs. 
girl), and the following categories were created: (1) hetero-
sexual, agree to feeling attracted to the opposite gender only; 
(2) lesbian/gay, agree to feeling attracted to the same gender 
only; (3) bisexual, agree to feeling attracted to the same and 
opposite sex; and (4) non-attracted to boys or girls.

Procedure

First, consent from the Andalusia Biomedical Research 
Ethics Coordinating Committee was obtained (0568-N-14); 
following this, several schools were sent an email inviting 
them to collaborate. Invitations were addressed to the school 
board for review and approval by the school council. The 
school council consisted of members from across the whole 
school community: school board, teachers, parents and legal 
guardians, administrative staff, and students. The invitation 
outlined the research purpose and aims, as well as what was 
expected and required of participants. Once consent and 

approval were obtained, questionnaire administration dates 
were agreed with the teaching staff. The questionnaires were 
administered by teachers using the paper-and-pencil format 
during class hours. Throughout survey administration, stu-
dents were reminded that their participation was voluntary 
and confidential and that they could skip any questions or 
discontinue at any time without penalty. Survey administra-
tion lasted approximately 40 min. Data were collected dur-
ing academic year 2017.

Data Analyses

First, a categorical variable labeled “victimization type” was 
created using the homophobic verbal and bullying victimi-
zation variables. The established categories were (a) non-
victims, namely students who reported no victimization expe-
riences or reported experiencing victimization only once or 
twice; (b) bullying victims, namely students who reported 
experiencing at least one of the seven aggressive bullying 
behaviors once or twice a month or more frequently, plus 
none of the homophobic aggressive behaviors; (c) homo-
phobic verbal victims, namely students who reported hav-
ing experienced at least one of the homophobic aggressive 
behaviors once or twice a month or more frequently, plus 
none of the aggressive bullying behaviors; and (d) poly-
victims, namely students who reported having experienced 
both homophobic verbal and bullying victimization once or 
twice a month, or more frequently. The prevalence of each 
victimization type, as well as their correlation with age, gen-
der, and sexual orientation, was analyzed using a contingency 
table. To test for association significance, chi-square statis-
tics and corrected standardized residuals (CSRs) were run. 
CSR values equal to or higher than ± 1.96 and ± 2.58 mean 
that the percentage is higher or smaller than that expected 
by chance, with a confidence level of 95% and 99%, respec-
tively. Next, differences for each emotional impact type by 
victimization, sexual orientation, and gender, and controlling 
age effect, were tested using analyses of variance (ANOVAs). 
Lastly, several mediation models were tested. Accordingly, 
bivariate correlations assessing all between-variable associa-
tions included in the models (homophobic verbal victimi-
zation, bullying victimization, and emotional impact) were 
obtained; independent analyses were then computed to deter-
mine whether homophobic verbal victimization mediated the 
relationship between bullying victimization and emotional 
impact. We tested whether the direct effect coefficient of bul-
lying victimization on emotional impact decreased (partial) 
or became non-significant (total) when homophobic verbal 
victimization was introduced as a mediator in the model. The 
strength and significance of the models were tested using the 
bootstrap method with 10,000 iterations and 95% confidence 
intervals (CIs) (Preacher et al., 2007). CIs were considered 

Content courtesy of Springer Nature, terms of use apply. Rights reserved.



Sexuality Research and Social Policy 

1 3

statistically significant if the lower-to-upper bound did not 
cross zero.

All analyses were performed using SPSS Statistics ver-
sion 24. Mediation analyses were computed using the PRO-
CESS macro (v. 3.4.) in SPSS (Hayes, 2018).

Results

Prevalence of Homophobic Verbal and Bullying 
Victimization

Approximately 30% of students identified themselves as 
victims. The most prevalent victimization type was bully-
ing victimization (21.2%), followed by poly-victimization 
(6.9%). Only 1.2% of participants reported having only 
experienced homophobic verbal victimization.

There was no significant correlation between victimization 
type and gender (χ2 [3, 2083] = 6.59, p = .086), nor between 
victimization type and age (χ2 [21, 2073] = 18.15, p = .640).

Regarding sexual orientation, the categories lesbian/gay and 
bisexual were combined owing to the low prevalence of gay 
and lesbian students. Thus, we used the following variable cat-
egories in our sexual orientation analyses: heterosexual (1642, 
85.4%); lesbian, gay, or bisexual (LGB) (142, 7.4%); and non-
attracted to boys and girls (n = 139, 7.2% of valid data).

The association between victimization type and sex-
ual orientation was significant (χ2 [6, 1923] = 48.420, 
p < .001). Specifically, and as shown in Table 1, a signifi-
cantly higher proportion of LGB students than expected 
by chance reported experiencing bullying victimization 
and poly-victimization, and a significantly higher propor-
tion of heterosexual students categorized themselves as 
non-victims. Homophobic verbal victimization was not 

significantly associated with sexual orientation, with 22 
out of the 24 homophobic victims being heterosexual 
individuals.

Victimization Emotional Impact

Analyses of the emotional impact of victimization were con-
ducted on those students who identified themselves as vic-
tims (n = 621). In Table 2, means, standard deviations, skew-
ness, and kurtosis for each of the three emotional impact 
types are shown.

The emotional impact of each bullying type was generally 
low, ranging from 0 to 4. The annoyed impact yielded the 
highest mean and the active impact the lowest.

Differences in emotional impact as a function of victimi-
zation type, sexual orientation, and gender were tested in 
each emotional impact type. None of the variables showed 
a significant effect for active impact (FVictim type [2, 496] < 1; 
FSexual orientation [2, 496] = 1.908; FGender [1, 496] < 1). No 
interactions were significant: victimization × sexual orien-
tation (F [3, 496] = 1.224); victimization × gender (F [2, 
496] = 2.810); sexual orientation × gender (F [2, 496] < 1); 
victimization × sexual orientation × gender (F [2, 496] < 1).

Regarding the depressed impact, significant differences 
were found for the main effect of victimization type (F [2, 

Table 1  Distribution of 
students, victims of each type 
of victimization, by sexual 
orientation categories

CSR above or below +/- 1.96 and +/- 2.58, are in boldface to emphasize significant associations

Non-attracted to 
boys or girls

Heterosexual LGB Total

Non-victims n 103 1184 72 1359
Column% 74.1% 72.1% 50.7% 70.7%
CSR 0.9 3.3  −5.4

Bullying victims n 30 337 41 408
Column% 21.6% 20.5% 28.9% 21.2%
CSR 0.1  −1.8 2.3

Homophobic verbal victims n 0 22 2 24
Column% 0.0% 1.3% 1.4% 1.2%
CSR  −1.4 0.9 0.2

Poly-victims n 6 99 27 132
Column% 4.3% 6.0% 19.0% 6.9%
CSR  −1.2  −3.0 5.9

Total N 139 1642 142 1923

Table 2  Descriptives of emotional impact

Active Depressed Annoyed

Mean 0.80 0.98 1.56
SD 1.09 1.12 1.32
Skewness 1.28 0.94 0.82
Kurtosis 0.57  −0.28  −0.64
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498] = 6.587, MSe = 7.373, η2
p = .027 p < .01); according to the 

post-hoc tests, the differences were between poly-victimization 
(M = 1.31, SD = 1.18) and the remaining groups, bullying victimi-
zation (M = 0.85, SD = 1.04), and homophobic verbal victimiza-
tion (M = 0.41, SD = 0.75). There were no significant effects for 
sexual orientation (F [2, 498] < 1) or gender (F [1, 498] = 2.301). 
No significant interactions were recorded: victimization × sex-
ual orientation (F [3, 498] < 1); victimization × gender (F [2, 
498] = 1.014); sexual orientation × gender (F [2, 498] = 1.601); 
victimization × sexual orientation × gender (F [2, 498] < 1).

The results for the annoyed impact were similar to those 
recorded for depressed: a significant main effect of victimi-
zation type (F [2, 497] = 4.516, MSe = 7.386, η2

p = .018, 
p < .05), yielding differences between poly-victimization 
(M = 1.54, SD = 1.36) and homophobic verbal victimi-
zation (M = 0.64, SD = 1.07). There were no significant 
effects for sexual orientation (F [2, 497] = 1.101) or gen-
der (F [1, 497] < 1). No interactions were significant: vic-
timization × sexual orientation (F [3, 497] < 1); victimiza-
tion × gender (F [2, 497] < 1); sexual orientation × gender (F 

[2, 496] < 1); victimization × sexual orientation × gender (F 
[2, 497] = 1.636).

Mediation Models

Because the mediation models were designed to test for 
emotional impact, they were only conducted on students 
who identified themselves as victims.

We tested whether homophobic verbal victimization 
mediated the relationship between bullying victimiza-
tion and depressed and annoyed emotional impact. We did 

Table 3  Bivariate Pearson correlations

** p < .01

1 2 3 4

1. Bullying victimization 1
2. Homophobic verbal victimization .44** 1
3. Depressed impact .37** .29** 1
4. Annoyed impact .25** .23** .74** 1

Table 4  Mediation model parameters

Regression results of the effect of BV on depression impact (Fig. 1 top) and annoyed impact (Fig. 1 bottom) by HVV. For the CIs, the first num-
ber reported in the bracket is the lower bound and the second number reported is the upper bound of the CI
SE standard error within the normal linear regression for all direct effects, SE* bootstrapped standard error for all indirect effects, %C percent of 
the total effect (c) that is accounted for the indirect effect (a*b), R2 total variance of the outcome variable explained by the model
1. BV bullying victimization, 2. HVV homophobic verbal victimization

Model Estimate SE/SE* p %C 95%CI

Deppressed (Fig. 1. Top) Model without mediator
Intercept .260 .090 .004 [0.085, 0.434]
BVa → Dep (c) .369 .073  < .0001 [0.531, 0.816]
R2

BV → Dep .136
Model with  HVVb as Mediator
Intercept .264 .088 .003 [0.092, 0.437]
BV → HVV (a) .436 .040  < .0001 [0.374, 0.531]
HVV → Dep (b) .163 .077 .0002 [0.136, 0.437]
BV → Dep (c’) .298 .080  < .0001 [0.388, 0.701]
Indirect Effect (a*b) .071 .023* .19 [0.029, 0.120]
R2

BV → HVV → Dep .158
Annoyed (Fig. 1. Bottom) Model without mediator

Intercept .590 .110  < .0001 [0.375, 0.805]
BV → Annoyed (c) .247 .090  < .0001 [0.357, 0.708]
R2

BV → Annoyed .061
Model with HVV as Mediator
Intercept .596 .109  < .0001 [0.382, 0.809]
BV → HVV (a) .437 .040  < .0001 [0.376, 0.533]
HVV → Annoyed (b) .156 .095 .0007 [0.137, 0.510]
BV → Annoyed (c’) . 179 .100 .0001 [0.192, 0.579]
Indirect Effect (a*b) .068 .024* .28 [0.024, 0.117]
R2

BV → HVV → Dep .081
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not test the model for active emotional impact given the 
absence of significant differences in this impact type based 
on the victim type found in the previous ANOVAs. Simi-
larly, we did not run mediation analysis by gender or sexual 
orientation.

Bivariate correlations between the variables used in the 
mediation analyses are shown in Table 3. As can be seen, 
all correlations were significant and ranged from moderate 
to high.

The results across all analyses reveal that the confidence 
interval of the total effect (direct and indirect combined) of 
bullying victimization on emotional impact was significant 
(see Table 4), which confirms the partial mediation effects. 
The models explained 16% of the variance in the case of 
depressed impact and half of this (8%) in the case of annoyed 
impact. As shown in the coefficients presented in Fig. 1 and 
Table 4, homophobic verbal victimization partially mediated 
the effect of bullying victimization on depressed impact and 
annoyed impact.

Discussion

The current study provides data on homophobic and bullying 
victimization according to sexual orientation. In addition, 
this research addresses a gap in the scientific literature by 
examining the immediate emotional impact of different vic-
timization types on students, confirming the partial media-
tion effect of homophobic verbal victimization between 
bullying victimization and negative emotional impact: 
depressed and annoyed.

The results presented herein contribute to a growing body 
of research and have shown that bullying victimization as 
well as homophobic victimization is more prevalent among 
LGB students than their non-LGB peers (e.g.,Garaigordobil 
& Larrain, 2020; Hinduja & Patchin, 2020; Kosciw et al., 
2018). Indeed, the findings reported here support the notion 
that bullying victimization and homophobic verbal victimi-
zation are significantly more prevalent in LGB youth, with 
half of the LGB youth in our study victims of some form of 
victimization compared with around a quarter in the case 
of heterosexual and non-attracted to boys or girls students, 
results similar to those previously found by Elipe et al. 
(2018). The differences in prevalence between LGB and 
heterosexual youth were especially prominent among poly-
victims. Rates were three times higher among LGB students 
compared to the other two student groups for experiencing 
bullying victimization plus homophobic verbal victimiza-
tion. This finding coincides with previous studies conducted 
in Spain and other countries, which have reported a higher 
“amount” of victimization among sexual minority youth 
(Garaigordobil & Larrain, 2020; Mitchell et al., 2020). This 
leads us to believe that aspects of homophobic bullying may 
be characterized as amplified patterns of bullying, as also 
suggested in previous research (e.g., Espelage & Swearer, 
2008; Espelage et al., 2018), in which bullying and homo-
phobic aggressive behaviors are mainly targeted toward LGB 
students, but also toward other non-heteronormative students 
(LGBTQ +) not assessed in this study. However, we did not 
observe gender-related differences in victimization preva-
lence, contrary to previous studies (Collier et al., 2013a, b; 
Hinduja & Patchin, 2020). In addition, the proportion of 

Fig. 1  Mediational model of 
bullying victimization (BV) 
on depressed impact (top) and 
annoyed impact (bottom) mod-
erated by homophobic verbal 
victimization (HVV)

a =0.436 b= 0.163a*b= 0.071

BV

HVV

Depressed Impact
c’ = 0.298

c = 0.369

BV Annoyed Impact

HVV

a =0.437 b= 0.156

c = 0.247

a*b= 0.068

c’ = 0.179
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victims among students who reported not feeling attracted 
to either boys or girls was similar to that observed among 
their heterosexual peers. This finding, coupled with the fact 
that LGB youth reported the highest rates of both bullying 
victimization and homophobic verbal victimization, suggests 
that the issue is not related to majority versus minority sex-
ual orientation, quantitatively speaking, but to homophobic 
attitudes.

As for the emotional impact of victimization, scores were 
higher in the depressed and annoyed impact for poly-victims. 
Victimization type alone, mainly poly-victimization, was 
associated with emotional impact. Therefore, it seems that 
experiencing multiple forms of victimization is related to 
emotional impact, regardless of gender or sexual orientation. 
These results contradict earlier research, which identified 
different consequences of homophobic bullying by sexual 
orientation (Almeida et al., 2009; Birkett et al., 2009; Poteat 
et al., 2011). Our results coincide more with studies which 
observed victimization effects independently of gender or 
sexual orientation (Collier et al., 2013a, b; Wang et al., 
2018). However, to our knowledge, no studies to date have 
performed comparative analyses on the immediate emotional 
impact of bullying victimization and homophobic verbal vic-
timization by sexual orientation and gender, the main contri-
bution of this work. Our results suggest that the “amount” of 
victimization outperforms other personal variables when it 
comes to emotional impact. On the other hand, the emotional 
impact scores were lower for homophobic verbal victimiza-
tion compared to other victim types. This, coupled with the 
fact that only about 1% of students across the total sample 
reported having only experienced homophobic verbal vic-
timization, and that the vast majority were heterosexual stu-
dents, suggests that isolated cases of homophobic aggression 
aimed at heterosexual peers may not be part of a bullying 
pattern, but rather a way of affirming heteronormativity in 
the group through displays of homophobic behavior. Several 
empirical studies support this idea, in which homophobic 
attitudes and behaviors are found to be similar among mem-
bers of adolescent friendship groups, and will become even 
more similar when observed over time (Birkett & Espel-
age, 2015; Espelage et al., 2019; Poteat, 2007, 2008). From 
this perspective, Kowalski (2004) suggests that the level of 
identity threat posed by homophobic verbal victimization 
might vary according to the target’s actual sexual orientation 
and gender expression. Thus, this might explain the results 
found for homophobic verbal victimization exclusively in 
the heterosexual group, unrelated to a bullying pattern and 
with low emotional impact. So, answering the first question 
formulated in the introduction section, homophobic verbal 
victimization is part sometimes of a bullying pattern, spe-
cially addressed to LGB or gender non-conforming students. 
But, in other occasions, it could be better understood as a 
behavior that contributes to create a hostile environment to 

sexual diversity. Therefore, in these latter cases, it will be 
a risk factor to homophobic bullying, but not homophobic 
bullying in itself. As Collier et al. (2013b) claim, it would 
be important to develop measures sensitive enough to 
assess victimization type and specific enough to differenti-
ate between casual (however unacceptable) uses of sexually 
prejudiced language that are not meant to intimidate. Addi-
tionally, the consequence of the use of sexually prejudiced 
language, even without intention to intimidate, will mean a 
bullying climate to some students, especially those who feel 
their identity, orientation, or gender expression threatened 
by this kind of language.

On the other hand, considering that LGB students are 
often victimized in multiple ways, and given the stronger 
impact of this poly-victimization, this would appear to rein-
force previous conclusions about the significant negative 
effects of homophobic bullying on health (Abreu & Kenny, 
2018; Moyano & Sánchez-Fuentes, 2020). Furthermore, the 
fact that victimization type alone, with no implication from 
gender and sexual orientation, was significantly associated 
with adverse emotional impact, suggests that victimization 
has a direct effect on emotional impact and perhaps links to 
health outcomes, consistent with previous studies (Birkett 
et  al., 2015; Meyer, 2003). Therefore, homophobia and 
the use of homophobic language, not sexual orientation or 
identity, should be a priority area in school-based violence 
prevention programs.

Finally, the results partially confirm the posed hypothesis: 
homophobic verbal victimization has a specific impact on 
victims but only when associated with bullying victimiza-
tion. Moreover, the partial mediation effect of homophobic 
verbal victimization observed between bullying victimiza-
tion and negative emotional impact coincides with other 
studies that report significant effects of sexual orienta-
tion–based victimization on mental health (Birkett et al., 
2009, 2015; Burton et al., 2014; Garaigordobil & Larrain, 
2020). Thus, adopting Meyer’s (2003) minority stress frame-
work, it is clear that LGB youth experience higher levels of 
victimization than their heterosexual and non-attracted to 
boys or girls peers, and are frequently exposed to additional 
stressors such as homophobic remarks or mockery about 
how they dress and behave. As a result, they are likely sus-
ceptible to increased negative emotional impact.

These results offer valuable insight at a social policy 
level. Although advances in legislation clearly highlight a 
commitment to the social rights of sexual minorities and 
therefore society as a whole, the fact that LGB students 
experience increased victimization, and in several ways 
poly-victimization, throughout their daily lives tells us that 
much more needs to be done to achieve true sexual diversity 
equality. Previous studies have also shown that general anti-
bullying programs are ineffective at tackling this type of 
victimization (Earnshaw et al., 2018). This implies that the 

Content courtesy of Springer Nature, terms of use apply. Rights reserved.



Sexuality Research and Social Policy 

1 3

most vulnerable students are those who least benefit from 
general school policies. It is therefore imperative to design 
specific measures that protect all youth and not just those 
who belong to the so-called mainstream group.

This study has several strengths. Our assessment included 
youth not sexually interested in boys or girls, which is often 
overlooked in research. This inclusion allowed us to com-
pare victimization experiences among these youth relative 
to their LGB peers. Consequently, some interesting conclu-
sions were drawn. Another strength was the use of a school-
based sample. Many studies into homophobic bullying have 
used community-based convenience samples of LGBT youth 
(e.g., European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 
2013; Kosciw et al., 2018). Sampling from LGBT associa-
tions and groups may limit the generalizability of the study’s 
findings because youth belonging to these settings are inher-
ently different from the general LGB population (e.g., less 
likely to “out”). Although we drew our sample from schools, 
we did not sample enough students to examine the wider 
spectrum of sexual diversity (e.g., transgender and gender 
non-conforming students). Moreover, to our knowledge, this 
is the only Spanish study to date which assesses not only 
the prevalence of bullying victimization and homophobic 
verbal victimization, but also the emotional impact of these 
phenomena.

The study also has several limitations. First, our merg-
ing of the lesbian/gay and bisexual categories, together 
with our decision not to directly assess the category “I am 
not sure,” sometimes referred to as “questioning,” rendered 
our sexual minority data less precise. Second, the number 
of students reported having experienced only homophobic 
verbal victimization was very low, which may have affected 
the statistical power of some statistical analyses. Third, we 
only assessed verbal victimization, the most common form, 
thus excluding physical and social homophobic victimiza-
tion from our research. In future studies, wider measures 
encompassing other types of homophobic victimization 
should be included. Fourth, as the data were cross-sectional, 
this did not allow for the temporal timing of victimization 
and emotional impact. Longitudinal studies would prove 
highly beneficial for researching these phenomena.

Conclusions

LGB students were most affected by bullying victimiza-
tion and homophobic verbal victimization, notably over-
represented as poly-victims. In terms of prevalence, half of 
all LGB students experienced some kind of victimization. 
Regarding emotional impact, bullying victimization joined 
by homophobic verbal victimization made the emotional 
impact stronger, with students affected by both categories 
scoring higher on emotions related to depressed and annoyed 

states. Thus, homophobic bullying seems to be a complex 
pattern of aggression mainly, but not exclusively, targeted 
toward LGB students, which sometimes combines with bul-
lying and homophobic victimization. When both victimiza-
tion types occur at the same time, the emotional impact is 
stronger than that of bullying only. Homophobic bullying 
represents a significant public health concern that seems to 
affect LGB youth more so than other youth, and appears to 
be significantly associated with negative emotional impact 
in general. This study contributes to the existing literature 
and reaffirms the importance of addressing homophobic 
language in school settings to understand its complexities 
and to minimize the long-term impact of this type of gen-
dered aggression for all youth. Despite the growing scien-
tific literature on this topic in recent years, a clearly defined 
and operational definition for homophobic bullying, which 
enables a common assessment by the scientific community, 
is still lacking. Future research endeavors should focus on 
bringing about a scientific consensus that welcomes collec-
tive advances in this field of study.
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