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Abstract. The current investigation examined how homophobic and aggressive
social climates of adolescent peer groups accounted for students’ use of homo-
phobic epithets and engagement in homophobic banter using multilevel modeling.
Results indicated that aggressive peer group social climates accounted for in-
creased use of epithets, over and above individuals’ own reported bullying
behavior. Furthermore, the homophobic social climate moderated individuals’
engagement in homophobic banter, such that being called a homophobic epithet
had a stronger predictive effect of calling other students these epithets for
individuals in more homophobic peer groups. Findings support the need for
research to study the way in which individuals’ homophobic behavior can be
accounted for based on their interactions with friends and the social processes
occurring within their immediate environment.

Homophobia among adolescents re-
mains an understudied yet prominent social
issue relevant to several interrelated areas of
research within schools. Homophobia includes
negative attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors to-
ward nonheterosexual individuals and behav-
ior (Herek, 1988; Wright, Adams, & Bernat,
1999). Specific to homophobic behavior, this
can include verbal, physical, and relational
aggression that contains homophobic themes
or references, such as the use of pejoratives
and homophobic epithets, toward other stu-
dents. These behaviors have been increasingly
examined in relation to general aggressive be-
havior and more serious violent behavior oc-
curring within schools (Kimmel & Mahler,

2003; Poteat & Espelage, 2005; Rivers, 2001),
and in research examining the enforcement
of gender-normative behavior and sexual
harassment (Epstein, 2001; Fineran, 2002;
Phoenix, Frosh, & Pattman, 2003; Plummer,
2001). Studies have also documented the
psychological and social consequences re-
sulting from being the target of homophobic
epithets and other forms of homophobic be-
havior (D’Augelli, Pilkington, & Hershberger,
2002; Poteat & Espelage, 2007; Rivers, 2001).
Although information on the prevalence and
consequences of expressed homophobic atti-
tudes and epithets among students has been
documented more frequently, limited research
has examined the way in which the broader
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social context of individuals’ peer groups ac-
counts for their engagement in this behavior.
Therefore, the current investigation builds
upon the empirical literature by testing the
extent to which the broader group context
accounts for the use of homophobic epithets.

During adolescence, individuals’ peer
groups become increasingly important and
provide a primary source of social interaction
and support (Berndt, 2004; Eder & Nenga,
2003). Although this can provide an opportu-
nity to successfully master a number of devel-
opmental tasks and promote prosocial devel-
opment, peer groups can also perpetuate dis-
ruptive and unhealthy norms and behavior
such as aggression, antisocial behavior, and
smoking (Dishion, McCord, & Poulin, 1999;
Dodge, Price, & Coie, 1990; Ennett & Bau-
man, 1994). Specific to research on aggres-
sion, findings have consistently documented
the significance of the group context in ac-
counting for individuals’ bullying attitudes
and behavior (Espelage, Holt, & Henkel,
2003; Ojala & Nesdale, 2004; Pepler & Craig,
1995; Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004; Sutton &
Smith, 1999). These findings indicate that bul-
lying generally occurs within a larger group
context with multiple individuals involved
(Pepler & Craig, 1995; Salmivalli, Lagerspetz,
Björkqvist, Österman, & Kaukiainen, 1996;
Sutton & Smith, 1999), and that the social
context of the group significantly accounts for
and influences individuals’ bullying attitudes
and behaviors (Espelage et al., 2003; Henry et
al., 2000; Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004). Con-
tributing to a broader theoretical base, this
research has also offered empirical support for
the homophily hypothesis (Kandel, 1978) that
individuals within friendship groups are simi-
lar on various attitudinal and behavioral char-
acteristics. Based on this proposition, individ-
uals within the same peer group might also
engage in similar levels of homophobic banter
and use of homophobic epithets toward other
students. Given the strong association between
aggression and various forms of homophobic
behavior at the individual level, it is possible
that social processes identified within the gen-
eral aggression literature might also account

for individuals’ use of homophobic epithets
and engagement in homophobic banter.

The Social Context of Homophobic
Behavior and Victimization

Recent research has to a certain extent
commented on the interpersonal and social
nature of homophobia among adolescents.
Findings suggest that homophobic behavior is
one way in which males assert and prove their
masculinity and heterosexuality to their peers
(Mandel & Shakeshaft, 2000; Phoenix et al.,
2003). Young adult males have shared that the
expression of homophobic attitudes and epi-
thets is common within the social context of
their friendship groups (Plummer, 2001). In
relation to this, verbal forms of homophobic
aggression, such as the use of homophobic
epithets, have generally been the most fre-
quent forms of victimization experienced by
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender
(LGBT) individuals and by some heterosexual
males from their peers (Kosciw, 2004; Pilk-
ington & D’Augelli, 1995; Plummer, 2001;
Rivers, 2001). Use of homophobic epithets
toward other students has been reported as
common (American Association of University
Women, 2001; Rivers, 2001) and has been
stated to be more profane compared to other
reported epithets used by students (Thurlow,
2001). Additional research that has compared
the use of homophobic epithets among males
and females suggests that although males en-
gage in this behavior more frequently than
females, it is significantly associated with
multiple forms of aggression for both sexes
(Poteat & Espelage, 2005). The interpersonal
nature of homophobic behavior has also been
described by LGBT youth, who have stated
that various forms of homophobic behavior
are often perpetrated by groups of students,
rather than by single individuals (Rivers,
2001). This parallels findings in the general
aggression literature highlighting the role of
the group context and the involvement of mul-
tiple peers through the adoption of different
roles in bullying episodes (Pepler & Craig,
1995; Salmivalli et al., 1996). A current lim-
itation in the literature, however, is that al-
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though extant research has documented high
rates of victimization of LGBT students, re-
search has less frequently commented on the
broader social context of these incidents or
how characteristics or processes within vari-
ous peer groups might account for or moderate
the use of homophobic epithets or engagement
in homophobic banter.

Extant research has documented a num-
ber of psychological and social consequences
reported by students who have experienced
homophobic victimization from peers, which
has most frequently included being called ho-
mophobic epithets (Kosciw, 2004; Pilkington
& D’Augelli, 1995). Psychological conse-
quences experienced by lesbian and gay stu-
dents have included higher self-reported levels
of depressed mood, anxiety, and distress
(D’Augelli et al., 2002; Rivers, 2001). Re-
search also suggests that heterosexual students
experience similar psychological and social
consequences from being called homophobic
epithets, including higher self-reported with-
drawal, depressed mood, and personal distress
(Phoenix et al., 2003; Poteat & Espelage,
2007). In a recent study among middle school
students, Poteat and Espelage (2007) found
that being the target of homophobic epithets
significantly predicted various psychological
and social concerns even after controlling for
individuals’ previously reported levels of
these concerns over the past year. As such,
although the expression of homophobic epi-
thets can be common in many schools and
administrators are likely not to intervene
(Henning-Stout, James, & Macintosh, 2000;
O’Conor, 1993), this form of victimization is
associated with negative psychological and so-
cial consequences. Recently, Chesir-Teran
(2003) argued for the need to examine these
behaviors at the school level and to document
differences across schools. Attention to the
proximal peer group environment and differ-
ences across peer groups could also provide
additional information from a social perspec-
tive to inform an understanding of this behav-
ior and how students are victimized.

As part of the study of homophobic be-
havior within a social context, research must
specifically explore the engagement in homo-

phobic banter among students. Whereas some
students might primarily be perpetrators in
directing these epithets toward students, other
students might call and be called these epi-
thets. In comparison, this distinction is similar
to the one made in the aggression literature
between bullies (i.e., students who are primar-
ily perpetrators of aggression) and bully-vic-
tims (i.e., students who are both perpetrators
and targets of aggressive behavior). Prelimi-
nary findings indicate that being the target of
homophobic epithets is significantly associ-
ated with calling other students homophobic
epithets, suggesting the occurrence of homo-
phobic banter (Poteat & Espelage, 2005).
However, it is unclear whether this is consis-
tently experienced among students. Continued
examination would be beneficial to determine
under what social conditions homophobic ban-
ter occurs, and whether certain students are
more likely to engage in banter than other
students. Examination of the peer group social
context could assist in distinguishing these
students.

The extant literature offers initial sup-
port for the argument that use of homophobic
epithets occurs as part of aggressive episodes
among peers. Furthermore, the homophily hy-
pothesis suggests that peer group members
would be similar in the frequency with which
they call other students homophobic epithets.
From interviews, males have generally char-
acterized their peer groups as somewhat ho-
mophobic and to regularly engage in homo-
phobic behavior and banter, yet the degree of
similarity within groups remains unclear. Cur-
rent findings are also limited in that although
peers have been suggested to contribute to the
engagement in homophobic behavior, research
has not directly identified specific characteris-
tics or indicators of the group climate that
operate in relation to this process. Therefore,
the study of homophobic behavior and banter
among students warrants continued research,
especially from a broader social framework. In
addition to examining individual differences
in behavior, attention to the social context of
individuals’ peer groups could significantly
enhance the current understanding of homo-
phobic behavior.
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Purpose of Current Investigation

The current investigation used multi-
level modeling to examine how group-level
factors account for individuals’ use of homo-
phobic epithets and engagement in homopho-
bic banter over and above their own personal
attitudes and behavior. In this investigation,
the aggressive and homophobic social cli-
mates of peer groups were tested as contextual
factors that could account for individuals’
more frequent use of homophobic epithets. It
was hypothesized that the aggressive and ho-
mophobic social context of individuals’ peer
groups would account for use of homophobic
epithets over and above their own bullying
behavior and homophobic attitudes. This
would suggest that in addition to an individu-
al’s own bullying behavior and homophobic
attitudes predicting their use of homophobic
epithets, being a member of an aggressive and
homophobic social group also accounts for
increased use of homophobic epithets. Fur-
thermore, it was hypothesized that the aggres-
sive and homophobic social climate of the
peer group would moderate the effect of being
the target of homophobic epithets predicting
an individual calling other students homopho-
bic epithets (i.e., engaging in homophobic
banter). It was hypothesized that this associa-
tion would be less significant for individuals
within peer groups expressing overall lower
levels of homophobic attitudes and aggressive
behavior, and that being a target of these ep-
ithets would have a stronger effect for individ-
uals who were members of peer groups that
expressed higher homophobic attitudes and
more frequently engaged in aggressive behav-
ior. This moderating effect would suggest that
homophobic banter is more likely to occur in
homophobic and aggressive peer groups than
in peer groups that exhibit lower levels of
aggression and homophobia.

Method

Participants

Participants included 108 females and
105 males enrolled in Grades 7–11 in a Cen-
tral Illinois public high school that uses com-

petitive enrollment for entering students, and
represented 91% of the total student popula-
tion. Of the participating students, 61% self-
identified as White, 23.9% as Asian American,
7% as biracial, 1.9% as Latino/a, 1.9% as
African American, and 0.5% as Native Amer-
ican; 3.8% reported various other self-identi-
fied group memberships, including Eastern
European, Middle Eastern, Arab, Israeli, In-
dian, and Pakistani. The representation of
Asian American students was slightly higher
relative to the county in which the school was
located. Participants ranged in age from 12
through 17 years (M � 14.36, SD � 1.24).

Procedure

Early during the spring semester, paren-
tal permission forms were sent to all registered
students in the included grades (n � 233).
Parents were asked to sign and return the
consent form only if they did not want their
child to participate in the study; assent was
also obtained from the participating students.
This procedure was approved by the partici-
pating school and the university institutional
review board. Six students were denied paren-
tal consent to participate and 14 students were
absent on the date of data collection. All stu-
dents who were present and given parental
consent elected to participate.

Participants completed the survey dur-
ing 40-min free periods, and were spaced
evenly apart to ensure the confidentiality of
their responses. They were informed that the
purpose of the survey was to learn more about
their perspectives on certain social issues and
their activities at school. Students were also
told that their individual answers would not be
seen by their parents, teachers, or other stu-
dents and that their confidentiality would be
maintained. Survey proctors were present in
each class to ensure confidentiality of re-
sponses, answer questions, and assess for ran-
dom answering.

Measures

Bullying. The University of Illinois
Bully Scale (Bullying; Espelage & Holt, 2001)
was used to assess various types of bullying
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behavior (e.g., verbal, physical, and relational
aggression). Students were asked to report
how often they engaged in each behavior over
the past 30 days on 9 items (e.g., “I teased
other students” and “I started arguments or
conflicts”). Response options include Never, 1
or 2 times, 3 or 4 times, 5 or 6 times, and 7 or
more times. Higher scores indicated more fre-
quent engagement in bullying behavior. Past
research has demonstrated the scale to con-
verge with both peer- and self-nomination re-
ports of bullying (Espelage et al., 2003). The
coefficient alpha reliability estimate for the
current study was .80.

Homophobic attitudes. Negative atti-
tudes toward gay men and lesbians were as-
sessed using the 20-item Attitudes Toward
Lesbians and Gay Men scale (ATLG; Herek,
1988). The 10-item Attitudes toward Lesbians
(e.g., “Female homosexuality is a sin”) and
10-item Attitudes toward Gay Men (e.g., “I
think male homosexuals are disgusting”) sub-
scales comprise the total measure. Response
options on a five-point Likert-type scale range
from 1 (strongly disagree) through 5 (strongly
agree). Higher scores reflect more negative
attitudes. The coefficient alpha reliability esti-
mate of the ATLG for the current study was
.96.

Homophobic epithets. The Homo-
phobic Content Agent Target Scale (Poteat &
Espelage, 2005) was used to assess the extent
to which individuals called other students ho-
mophobic epithets (Agent; 5 items) and were
called homophobic epithets by other students
(Target; 5 items) during the past week. The
Agent subscale is preceded with the stem,
“Some kids call each other names or use
phrases like ‘you’re so gay,’ ‘lesbo,’ or
‘homo,’ etc. How many times in the last week
did you say these things to. . . . ?” Questions
differentiate between perpetrators and targets
(e.g., “a friend” or “someone I did not like”)
and perceived sexual orientation (e.g., “some-
one I thought was gay or lesbian”) of the
individual. The Target subscale is preceded
with the stem “How many times in the last
week were you called these names by other

students. . . . ?” Response options on both sub-
scales include Never, 1 or 2 times, 3 or 4
times, 5 or 6 times, and 7 or more times.
Higher scores on the Agent subscale indicate
more frequently calling other students homo-
phobic epithets, and higher scores on the Tar-
get subscale indicate more frequently being
called homophobic epithets by other students.
The Agent subscale emerged as a distinct fac-
tor from the Target subscale in factor analysis,
and convergent validity has been established
(Poteat & Espelage, 2005). The coefficient
alpha reliability estimates of the Agent and
Target subscales for the current study were .77
and .70, respectively.

Friendship nominations. Students
were requested to nominate up to eight indi-
viduals at their school whom they considered
their friends and with whom they spent the
most time, excluding siblings. Nominations
were converted to the respective code number
of the participating individual. Peer nomina-
tion procedures and social network analysis
have been used extensively in previous re-
search identifying and analyzing the effects of
adolescent peer groups (e.g., Ennett & Bau-
man, 1994; Espelage et al., 2003; Ryan, 2001).

Multilevel Modeling

Hierarchical linear modeling (Rauden-
bush & Bryk, 2002) was used to construct and
test the multilevel models. In contrast to tra-
ditional forms of analysis (e.g., analysis of
variance, ordinary least squares regression),
multilevel modeling accounts for the interde-
pendence among individuals and partitions the
variance in scores to variance within the peer
group and variance between peer groups. As
such, the extent to which factors at the indi-
vidual and group levels account for differ-
ences in scores can be determined. Further-
more, multilevel modeling enables the testing
of differences in the association between the
independent variables and the dependent vari-
able (i.e., heterogeneity in slopes) across peer
groups and identifies group-level factors ac-
counting for this variance.
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Results

Identification of Peer Groups

Peer groups were identified through so-
cial network analysis of friendship nomination
data using NEGOPY (Richards, 1995), a so-
cial network analysis program. Students were
identified as members of groups, as liaisons, or
isolates as a function of the pattern and
strength of the friendship links. Group param-
eters and the identification of peer groups were
based on nomination reciprocation and com-
mon friendships. Reciprocation indicates that
a pair of students both nominated each other as
friends, whereas common friendships indicate
an indirect link between individuals through
one or more individuals. Several confirmatory
tests were computed by the NEGOPY pro-
gram to verify an individual’s group member-
ship, after which individuals were categorized
as clique members, liaisons, isolates, or dyads
(i.e., groups of two individuals). Cliques are
groups of three or more individuals who have
most of their interactions with members of the
same group and at least two links with other
students in the same group. Liaisons are indi-
viduals who interact with several groups and
are not distinct members of only one clique.
Isolates are individuals who have no direct
links or only one link to other students. Stu-
dents with links to multiple groups were as-
signed to the peer group with the greatest
number of friendship links. However, if the
number of links to each group were the same,
individuals were classified as liaisons.

Participants nominated between 0 and 8
friends, for a total of 1,449 friendship nomi-
nations. At least one friend was nominated by
96.7% of participants, of which 11.6% were
names of students not enrolled in the study.
On average, individuals nominated 7 friends
(M � 6.77, SD � 1.94). Results from the
NEGOPY analysis identified 18 friendship
groups, of which 16 groups were cliques (n �
111) and 2 were dyads (n � 4). Cliques were
on average comprised of approximately 7
members (M � 6.94, SD � 3.38). The remain-
ing students were identified as liaisons (25
males and 25 females) or isolates (29 males

and 19 females). A multivariate analysis of
variance indicated no significant differences
on the included measures as a function of
individuals’ broad group membership (i.e.,
group member, liaison, or isolate), Wilks’s �
� .95, F(8, 408) � 1.36, p � .05. Only data
from individuals categorized as members
within a specific peer group were analyzed in
the multilevel analyses testing for the contex-
tual and moderating effects of group member-
ship on individuals’ use of homophobic epi-
thets and homophobic banter.

The identified groups and dyads were
sex specific, comprised of 10 female and 8
male groups. Eight peer groups were identified
as racially diverse, 3 groups included only
White students, 5 groups included over 75%
of group members identifying as White, and 2
groups included over 75% of group members
identifying as Asian American.

Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive statistics for each of the in-
cluded measures and correlations among the
measures are presented in Table 1. A multi-
variate analysis of variance was conducted to
test for differences at the individual level
based on sex and grade, with ATLG, Agent,
Target, and Bullying scores as dependent vari-
ables. The multivariate analysis of variance
was only significant for the main effect of sex,
Wilks’s � � .78, F(4, 199) � 13.67, p � .01,
�2 � .22. Univariate analyses indicated that
males reported higher ATLG, F(1, 202) �
31.78, p � .01, �2 � .14; Agent, F(1, 202) �
21.04, p � .01, �2 � .09; Target, F(1, 202) �
19.43, p � .01, �2 �.09; and Bullying scores,
F(1, 202) � 4.70, p � .05, �2 � .02, than
females.

Multilevel Modeling of Contextual and
Moderating Effects

Multilevel models were constructed to
test whether the social climate of the peer
group accounted for individuals’ use of homo-
phobic epithets over and above their own ho-
mophobic attitudes and bullying behavior, as
well as to test whether group climates moder-
ated the association between being called ho-
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mophobic epithets and calling other students
homophobic epithets. Before constructing the
multilevel models, a fully unconditional
model was constructed to partition the vari-
ance in scores to within the peer group and
across peer groups. This was used to calculate
the intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC),
representing the proportion of variance be-
tween groups relative to the total variance
within and across peer groups. Variables were
then included at the individual (Level 1) and
group (Level 2) level to account for variance
in scores.

The fully unconditional model was first
constructed by including individuals’ use of
homophobic epithets toward other students
(Agent scores) as the dependent variable. No
independent variables were included in this
initial equation, which is similar to a random-
effects analysis of variance. Results from the
model were used to determine the degree to
which peer groups differed in their use of
homophobic epithets. The model equation is:

Agentij � �0j � rij

where �0j represents the average Agent scores
for students in peer group j, and rij represents
the deviation of the Agent score for student i

from the mean of his or her peer group j. Peer
groups were found to vary significantly on this
behavior, �2(17, N � 115) � 63.01, p � .01,
with the intraclass correlation coefficient indi-
cating that 31% of the variance in scores ex-
isted between peer groups.

To construct the contextual model, indi-
viduals’ adjusted ATLG, Target, and Bullying
scores were included at the individual level
(Level 1). Because significant differences
were identified on the included measures
based on sex, individuals’ sex was also in-
cluded at Level 1. Scores were adjusted
through grand-mean centering, so that the co-
efficients for the Level 2 independent vari-
ables would then represent the added contex-
tual effects of the peer group climate account-
ing for individuals’ use of homophobic
epithets. Group-level homophobic attitudes
and bullying behavior were included at Level
2 to predict the intercept at Level 1 by forming
aggregate scores of each variable for each peer
group to reflect the social climate of the group.
The model equation is:

Agentij � �0j � �1j(Sexij) � �2j(Bullyingij)

� �3j(ATLGij) � �4j(Targetij) � rij

Table 1
Correlations Among and Descriptive Statistics for Included Measures at the

Individual Level

Measure Bullying Agent Target ATLG
M

(SD) Skewness Kurtosis

Bullying — 1.57 1.53 3.90
(0.51)

Agent .57** — 1.27 2.05 3.49
(0.53)

Target .38** .68** — 1.21 2.57 6.51
(0.44)

ATLG .11 .21** .09 — 1.94 1.20 1.14
(0.85)

Note. Values in parentheses represent the standard deviation (SD) of scores on the included measures. Bullying �
University of Illinois Bully Scale; Agent � use of homophobic epithets toward other students; Target � being called
homophobic epithets by other students; ATLG � Attitudes Toward Lesbians and Gay Men scale.
** p � .01.
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�0j � 	00 � 	01(Group Bullying)j

� 	02(Group ATLG)j � u0j

where the 	01 and 	02 coefficients represent
the contextual effect of the peer group. The
independent variables included at the individ-
ual level accounted for 40% of the variance at
Level 1. Results for the variables included at
the group level indicated a significant contex-
tual effect for the aggressive social climate
when simultaneously controlling for the ho-
mophobic social climate, but not for the ho-
mophobic social climate when simultaneously
controlling for the aggressive social climate
(Table 2). The model accounted for 99% of
the variance between groups on use of homo-
phobic epithets, with the remaining variance at
Level 2 reduced to nonsignificance, �2(15, N
� 115) � 15.93, p � .05.

Finally, to test for the moderating effect
of the aggressive and homophobic social cli-

mate on individuals’ engagement in homopho-
bic banter, an additional multilevel model was
constructed and tested, building upon the first
multilevel model. In this model, group-level
homophobic attitudes and bullying behavior
were included at Level 2 to predict the slope of
Agent scores regressed on Target scores after
controlling for individuals’ sex, Bullying, and
ATLG scores at Level 1. The model equation
is:

Agentij � �0j � �1j(Sexij) � �2j(Bullyingij)

� �3j(ATLGij) � �4j(Targetij) � rij

�0j � 	00 � 	01(Group Bullying)j

� 	02(Group ATLG)j � u0j

�4j � 	40 � 	41(Group Bullying)j

� 	42(Group ATLG)j � u4j

Table 2
Multilevel Contextual Model of Aggressive and Homophobic Social Climates

Accounting for Use of Homophobic Epithets

Effect SE t Test

Original
variance

(null model)

Residual variance
(multilevel

model)

Percent
variance

explained

Group contextual effects .0797 .0001 99%
Bullying contextual effect

(	01) .4377 .1647 2.66*
Homophobia contextual effect

(	02) .1453 .0847 1.72
Cross-level moderating effects .1809 .0597 67%

Bullying moderating effect
(	41) .5669 .3171 1.79

Homophobia moderating
effect (	42) .7032 .1443 4.87**

Note. Contextual effects represent the effect of aggressive and homophobic social climates accounting for use of
homophobic epithets. Cross-level moderating effects represent the moderating effect of aggressive and homophobic
social climates on the extent to which Target scores account for differences in Agent scores (i.e., engagement in
homophobic banter). Original variance refers to the amount of variance under the null model without the inclusion of
independent variables. Residual variance refers to the amount of unexplained variance after the inclusion of independent
variables. Percentage variance explained refers to the percent of original unexplained variance accounted for after the
inclusion of the independent variables in the multilevel models.
* p � .05.
** p � .01.
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The cross-level moderating effects rep-
resent the extent to which Level 2 indicators of
the group climate, respectively characterized
as aggressive (	41) and homophobic (	42), en-
hance or attenuate the strength of the associ-
ation between individuals being called homo-
phobic epithets and individuals calling other
students homophobic epithets at Level 1. Re-
sults indicated that the homophobic social cli-
mate of the group was a significant cross-level
moderator when simultaneously controlling
for the aggressive social climate, but the ag-
gressive climate of the group was not a sig-
nificant moderator when simultaneously con-
trolling for the homophobic social climate of
the group (Table 2). The moderating effect
accounted for 67% of the variance in slopes
across groups. The results indicated that as the
homophobic climate of the group increased,
being the target of homophobic epithets had a
stronger effect accounting for individuals’ use
of homophobic epithets toward other students
(Figure 1). The inclusion of these factors re-

duced the variance in slopes to nonsignifi-
cance, �2(10, N � 114) � 13.06, p � .05.

Discussion

The social context of adolescent peer
groups has consistently been identified in var-
ious areas of research as important to the ex-
planation of individuals’ attitudes and behav-
ior. Results of this investigation provided ev-
idence indicating the social context to also be
a significant factor accounting for individuals’
use of homophobic epithets and engagement
in homophobic banter. Initial findings sup-
ported the homophily hypothesis that individ-
uals associate with others who express similar
attitudes and behavior. In addition, the aggres-
sive social climate of individuals’ peer groups
accounted for the increased use of epithets
over and above individuals’ own bullying be-
havior. Furthermore, the homophobic social
climate of the peer group moderated the extent
to which being called homophobic epithets

Figure 1. Moderating effect of the homophobic peer group climate on indi-
viduals’ engagement in homophobic banter.

School Psychology Review, 2008, Volume 37, No. 2

196



predicted calling other students homophobic
epithets. These findings underscore the impor-
tance of directly attending to the social context
in an effort to identify individuals who are
more likely to engage in these behaviors and
to understand how these behaviors are perpet-
uated.

Homophobic Epithets and Aggressive
Social Climates

Similarity among peers regarding use of
homophobic epithets has been suggested in
previous studies (Phoenix et al., 2003; Plummer,
2001), and findings from this investigation add
support to this assertion. The results also provide
clarification as to the degree of similarity within
groups and degree of difference across groups.
The substantial proportion of total variation ex-
isting across peer groups indicated that different
groups were notably distinct in their use of ho-
mophobic epithets. It is possible that specific
peer groups could be responsible for much of the
occurrence of homophobic aggression directed
toward LGBT individuals as well as toward
some heterosexual students. These results also
suggested a degree of similarity within peer
groups in how frequently they called students
homophobic epithets, providing support for the
homophily hypothesis (Kandel, 1978). An im-
portant area for continued research would be to
identify factors that promote engagement in var-
ious forms of homophobic behavior within these
groups and to identify additional characteristics
of these peer groups. In the general aggression
literature, individuals within aggressive peer
groups have reported higher levels of conflict
and lower friendship quality (Cillessen, Jiang,
West, & Laszkowski, 2005), and nominated
tough individuals as being popular (Rodkin,
Farmer, Pearl, & Van Acker, 2006). Further,
individuals not involved in bullying report
greater support from their peers (Malecki & De-
maray, 2004). From these findings, friendship
quality and connection to other peers might be
constructs of interest to research examining ho-
mophobic behavior among peers.

This investigation identified aggressive
social climates as one factor accounting for
more frequent use of homophobic epithets. As

such, individuals who engaged in bullying be-
havior and affiliated with more aggressive
peer groups engaged in even greater use of
homophobic epithets than individuals who re-
ported comparable levels of bullying behavior
but who affiliated with overall less aggressive
peers. This group-level effect supports and
expands upon existing research that has doc-
umented strong associations among bullying
behavior and use of homophobic epithets at
the individual level (Poteat & Espelage, 2005).
It is likely that engaging in aggressive behav-
ior promotes the use of homophobic epithets,
in that these epithets are a part of the verbal
content occurring during many bullying epi-
sodes.

Expanding this concept to the group
level, individuals might adopt other supportive
roles that could partially explain the added
effect of the aggressive social context over and
above individuals’ own self-reported bullying
behavior. Roles such as assisting or reinforc-
ing the bullying individual, as proposed by
Salmivalli and colleagues (1996), could ac-
count for additional use of homophobic epi-
thets. For example, members within aggres-
sive peer groups could use homophobic epi-
thets when another individual in their peer
group is engaging in the primary bullying role
toward another student. As a result, individu-
als’ more frequent use of homophobic epithets
could be accounted for based on their own
engagement in bullying and their support for
the bullying behavior of their friends.

The homophobic climate of the group
did not contribute to the additional explanation
of differences in overall use of homophobic
epithets while concurrently controlling for the
aggressive social climate of the group. This
suggests that the aggressive social climate has
a stronger effect accounting for increased use
of homophobic epithets, relative to the homo-
phobic social climate. It could be that use of
these epithets is not always a direct reflection
of individuals’ homophobic attitudes or the
homophobic climate of the group. Rather, a
variety of factors could contribute to an indi-
vidual’s or group’s decision to use this lan-
guage, and may serve alternative purposes
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other than indicating an individual’s or
group’s homophobic attitudes.

Homophobic Banter and Homophobic
Group Climates

When more specifically addressing en-
gagement in homophobic banter, findings
from this investigation indicate the need to
consider the homophobic climate of the peer
group in accounting for individuals’ reactions
and responses to being the target of homopho-
bic epithets. Specifically, results indicated that
being the target of homophobic epithets from
other students had a stronger effect predicting
an individual’s own use of homophobic epi-
thets toward other students when the social
climate of the individual’s peer group was
more homophobic. Being the target of homo-
phobic epithets could be considered more hos-
tile when it occurs within a peer group climate
that is more homophobic. Students interacting
in this climate might interpret these episodes
as more serious provocations from their peers,
and could feel pressured to respond in a ho-
mophobic manner. Models for social-informa-
tion processing (see Coie & Dodge, 1998, for
a review) have been used in research on bul-
lying and aggression as ways to explain why
some individuals are more likely to engage in
aggressive behavior. Students within more ho-
mophobic peer groups who are called homo-
phobic epithets might feel more threatened by
potential stigmatization or possible rejection
from their peers if they do not challenge or
counter the perpetrator. Qualitative findings
indicate that homophobic epithets are often
used to assert an individual’s heterosexuality
(Plummer, 2001), and a common reaction for
students in homophobic environments to being
called gay, lesbian, or a harsher epithet as-
cribed to sexual minorities could be both to
deny this and to respond with homophobic
epithets and engage in banter with the perpe-
trator.

The significant moderating effect indi-
cated that this pattern was not as strong for
individuals within peer groups characterized
by lower levels of homophobia. For individu-
als affiliated with these peer groups, being the

target of homophobic epithets was not as
strong a predictor of their own use of homo-
phobic epithets toward other students. It is
possible that, because these individuals are
interacting with peers who do not hold atti-
tudes that are as negative toward gay men or
lesbians, being called a homophobic epithet by
another student is not interpreted as a serious
provocation or challenge that necessitates a
homophobic response. Individuals who adopt
antihomophobic attitudes likely respond in al-
ternative, nonhomophobic, ways to these
provocations.

Although bullying was identified as a
significant contextual factor accounting for
overall differences in levels of homophobic
behavior across groups, it was not identified as
a significant moderator of homophobic banter
when also controlling for the homophobic cli-
mate of the group. Whereas the aggressive
social environment might account for overall
increased use of homophobic epithets, mem-
bership within an aggressive peer group might
not necessarily enhance the association be-
tween being a target of homophobic epithets
and calling others homophobic epithets. Mem-
bership within a more homophobic peer group
could promote homophobic banter even within
groups that are low in overall aggressive be-
havior. In these groups, this banter might oc-
cur in the absence of bullying episodes. It
would be important to determine if differences
exist in the nature of the homophobic banter
that occurs in these different contexts. Banter
occurring within the context of low aggression
might reflect less antagonistic or offensive in-
tentions than the banter that occurs within
more aggressive contexts.

Limitations and Future Directions for
Research, Theory, and Practice

Limitations and findings of the current
investigation highlight several areas in need of
continued research. Future research is needed
to test the generalizability of the results be-
yond the current sample and across multiple
schools, given the small sample size of the
current investigation and relatively low num-
ber of identified peer groups. The broader

School Psychology Review, 2008, Volume 37, No. 2

198



school context, as proposed by Chesir-Teran
(2003), in addition to the more immediate peer
group context, could also account for individ-
uals’ use of homophobic epithets, and schools
representing a wide range of climates and
across multiple geographic locations should be
included in future research. Similarly, greater
representation across racial minority groups
and other demographic factors is needed to
adequately test for differences because of in-
dividual and group compositional characteris-
tics. In addition, data regarding the socioeco-
nomic status of students were not available;
this factor and the extent to which it may have
an effect on findings should be assessed in
future research. Research might also assess
how the use of homophobic epithets relates to
the different roles that individuals adopt dur-
ing bullying episodes, as described in the ag-
gression literature (Salmivalli, & Voeten,
2004). Furthermore, other indicators of homo-
phobic behavior, in addition to the use of
homophobic epithets, should be assessed. Re-
search is also needed to identify additional
factors that account for differences in homo-
phobic behavior across groups. Research
studying homophobic banter could benefit
from examining individual cognitive pro-
cesses in addition to social processes. Certain
students might interpret these provocations
differently and ascribe different meaning to
these episodes based on their experiences,
their own homophobic attitudes and beliefs,
and the particular social context and individ-
uals involved. Application of models for so-
cial-information processing to the study of
homophobic banter could provide a frame-
work to identify the interactions between in-
dividual and social processes that contribute to
the decision to engage in this behavior.

Emerging research must also take into
consideration the sexual orientation of stu-
dents. A limitation of the current investigation
was the inability to collect this demographic
information. The sexual orientation of the per-
petrator and the target of homophobic epithets
could both significantly account for the per-
ceived meaning of and reactions to these epi-
sodes. Lesbian and gay students might be less
likely than heterosexual students to respond to

homophobic epithets in an aggressive manner
because of their minority status in many situ-
ations, and less likely to respond with addi-
tional homophobic epithets. Similarly, the use
of homophobic epithets among LGBT stu-
dents likely carries a substantively different
meaning and interpretation for the individuals
involved compared to this behavior occurring
among heterosexual students or between het-
erosexual and LGBT students.

The present findings contribute to and
expand current theory and highlight several
considerations for building upon and testing
relevant questions in future research. Results
provided support for homophily as an organiz-
ing framework to understanding attitudes and
behavior among peers. Building upon this,
homophily could be used as a framework for
testing whether individuals’ friends influence
their use of these epithets or their engagement
in other forms of homophobic behavior. In
addition to homophily, other conceptual and
theoretical frameworks might be explored
based on the current findings. The establish-
ment of dominance hierarchies among peers
has also been proposed as a conceptual frame-
work for understanding aggressive behavior
(Pellegrini & Long, 2002), and this framework
might be relevant to explaining the use of
homophobic epithets and engagement in other
forms of homophobic behavior. It is possible
that banter occurring within peer groups is a
part of establishing or maintaining hierarchies
within these groups. This could partially ac-
count for why heterosexual individuals, in ad-
dition to LGBT individuals, are targets of ho-
mophobic epithets.

Several implications for practice also
emerge from these findings. Based on the cur-
rent findings and the expansive documentation
of psychological and social consequences re-
lated to homophobic victimization for both
LGBT and heterosexual targets, programming
to promote respect for sexual orientation di-
versity should be developed. These programs
should also be tested for their effect on the
overall social climate of schools. Because the
current investigation was not itself an inter-
vention study, data on the effectiveness of
various prevention and intervention programs
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within schools are needed. Current findings
indicate that attention to both individuals and
their surrounding social environment contrib-
utes to more accurate predictions of their be-
havior. Future programming and training ef-
forts might consider ways in which to incor-
porate this information in an attempt to
increase the effectiveness of these efforts.
Given the strong association between bullying
and use of homophobic epithets at the individ-
ual and group levels, programs specifically
addressing aggression should consider incor-
porating the discussion of homophobic atti-
tudes and behavior and how homophobia can
contribute to the perpetuation of bullying.
Overall, countering the use of homophobic
epithets and banter that occurs among the stu-
dent population should be a part of the broader
efforts made by administrators, teachers, and
school psychologists to actively promote a
positive school environment for all students.

References

American Association of University Women. (2001).
Hostile hallways: Bullying, teasing, and sexual harass-
ment in schools. Washington, DC: Author.

Berndt, T. J. (2004). Children’s friendships: Shifts over a
half-century in perspectives on their development and
their effects. Merrill-Palmer Quarterly, 50, 206–223.

Chesir-Teran, D. (2003). Conceptualizing and assessing
heterosexism in high schools: A setting-level ap-
proach. American Journal of Community Psychology,
31, 267–279.

Cillessen, A. H. N., Jiang, X. L., West, T. V., & Lasz-
kowski, D. K. (2005). Predictors of dyadic friendship
quality in adolescence. International Journal of Behav-
ioral Development, 29, 165–172.

Coie, J. D., & Dodge, K. A. (1998). Aggression and
antisocial behavior. In W. Damon & N. Eisenberg
(Eds.), Handbook of child psychology, volume 3, So-
cial, emotional, and personality development (5th ed.,
pp. 779–862). Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons.

D’Augelli, A. R., Pilkington, N. W., & Hershberger, S. L.
(2002). Incidence and mental health impact of sexual
orientation victimization of lesbian, gay, and bisexual
youth in high school. School Psychology Quarterly,
17, 148–167.

Dishion, T. J., McCord, J., & Poulin, F. (1999). When
interventions harm: Peer groups and problem behavior.
American Psychologist, 54, 755–764.

Dodge, K. A., Price, J. M., & Coie, J. D. (1990). On the
development of aggressive dyadic relationships in
boys’ peer groups. Human Development, 33, 260–270.

Eder, D., & Nenga, S. K. (2003). Socialization in adoles-
cence. In J. Delamater (Ed.), Handbook of social psy-
chology (pp. 157–182). New York: Kluwer Academic.

Ennett, S. T., & Bauman, K. E. (1994). The contribution
of influence and selection to adolescent peer group

homogeneity: The case of adolescent cigarette smok-
ing. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 67,
653–663.

Epstein, D. (2001). Boyz’ own stories: Masculinities and
sexualities in schools. In W. Martino & B. Meyenn
(Eds.), What about the boys? Issues of masculinity in
schools (pp. 96–109). Philadelphia, PA: Open Univer-
sity Press.

Espelage, D. L., & Holt, M. K. (2001). Bullying and
victimization during early adolescence: Peer influences
and psychosocial correlates. Journal of Emotional
Abuse, 2(3), 123–142.

Espelage, D. L., Holt, M. K., & Henkel, R. R. (2003).
Examination of peer-group contextual effects on ag-
gression during early adolescence. Child Development,
74, 205–220.

Fineran, S. (2002). Sexual harassment between same-sex
peers: Intersection of mental health, homophobia, and
sexual violence in schools. Social Work, 47, 65–74.

Henning-Stout, M., James, S., & Macintosh, S. (2000).
Reducing harassment of lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans-
gender, and questioning youth in schools. School Psy-
chology Review, 29, 180–191.

Henry, D., Guerra, N., Huesmann, R., Tolan, P., Van
Acker, R., & Eron, L. (2000). Normative influences on
aggression in urban elementary school classrooms.
American Journal of Community Psychology, 28, 59–
91.

Herek, G. M. (1988). Heterosexuals’ attitudes toward
lesbians and gay men: Correlates and gender differ-
ences. The Journal of Sex Research, 25, 451–477.

Kandel, D. B. (1978). Homophily, selection, and social-
ization in adolescent friendships. American Journal of
Sociology, 84, 427–436.

Kimmel, M. S., & Mahler, M. (2003). Adolescent mas-
culinity, homophobia, and violence. American Behav-
ioral Scientist, 46, 1439–1458.

Kosciw, J. G. (2004). The 2003 National School Climate
Survey: The school-related experiences of our nation’s
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender youth. New
York: GLSEN.

Malecki, C. K., & Demaray, M. K. (2004). The role of
social support in the lives of bullies, victims, and
bully-victims. In D. L. Espelage & S. M. Swearer
(Eds.), Bullying in American schools: A social-ecolog-
ical perspective on prevention and intervention (pp.
211–225). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Mandel, L., & Shakeshaft, C. (2000). Heterosexism in
middle schools. In N. Lesko (Ed.), Masculinities at
school (pp. 75–103). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

O’Conor, A. (1993). Who gets called queer in school?
Lesbian, gay, and bisexual teenagers, homophobia and
high school. High School Journal, 77, 7–12.

Ojala, K., & Nesdale, D. (2004). Bullying and social
identity: The effects of group norms and distinctive-
ness threat on attitudes towards bullying. British Jour-
nal of Developmental Psychology, 22, 19–35.

Pellegrini, A. D., & Long, J. D. (2002). A longitudinal
study of bullying, dominance, and victimization during
the transition from primary school through secondary
school. British Journal of Developmental Psychology,
20, 259–280.

Pepler, D., & Craig, W. (1995). A peek behind the fence:
Naturalistic observations of aggressive children with
remote audiovisual recording. Developmental Psychol-
ogy, 31, 548–553.

School Psychology Review, 2008, Volume 37, No. 2

200



Phoenix, A., Frosh, S., & Pattman, R. (2003). Producing
contradictory masculine subject positions: Narratives
of threat, homophobia, and bullying in 11–14 year old
boys. Journal of Social Issues, 59, 179–195.

Pilkington, N. W., & D’Augelli, A. R. (1995). Victimiza-
tion of lesbian, gay, and bisexual youth in community
settings. Journal of Community Psychology, 23, 34–
56.

Plummer, D. C. (2001). The quest for modern manhood:
Masculine stereotypes, peer culture and the social sig-
nificance of homophobia. Journal of Adolescence, 24,
15–23.

Poteat, V. P., & Espelage, D. L. (2005). Exploring the
relation between bullying and homophobic verbal con-
tent: The Homophobic Content Agent Target (HCAT)
scale. Violence and Victims, 20, 513–528.

Poteat, V. P., & Espelage, D. L. (2007). Predicting psy-
chosocial consequences of homophobic victimization
in middle school students. Journal of Early Adoles-
cence, 27, 175–191.

Raudenbush, S. W., & Bryk, A. S. (2002). Hierarchical
linear models: Applications and data analysis meth-
ods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Richards, W. D. (1995). NEGOPY 4.30 manual and user’s
guide. Burnaby, Canada: School of Communication,
Simon Fraser University.

Rivers, I. (2001). The bullying of sexual minorities at
school: Its nature and long-term correlates. Educa-
tional and Child Psychology, 18, 32–46.

Rodkin, R. C., Farmer, T. W., Pearl, R., & Van Acker, R.
(2006). They’re cool: Social status and peer group
supports for aggressive boys and girls. Social Devel-
opment, 15, 175–204.

Ryan, A. M. (2001). The peer group as a context for the
development of young adolescent motivation and
achievement. Child Development, 72, 1135–1150.

Salmivalli, C., Lagerspetz, K., Björkqvist, K., Österman,
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