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Abstract

Bullying perpetration and sexual harassment perpetration among adolescents are major public 

health issues. However, few studies have addressed the empirical link between being a perpetrator 

of bullying and subsequent sexual harassment perpetration among early adolescents in the 

literature. Homophobic teasing has been shown to be common among middle school youth and 

was tested as a moderator of the link between bullying and sexual harassment perpetration in this 

2-year longitudinal study. More specifically, the present study tests the Bully–Sexual Violence 

Pathway theory, which posits that adolescent bullies who also participate in homophobic name-

calling toward peers are more likely to perpetrate sexual harassment over time. Findings from 

logistical regression analyses (n = 979, 5th–7th graders) reveal an association between bullying in 

early middle school and sexual harassment in later middle school, and results support the Bully–

Sexual Violence Pathway model, with homophobic teasing as a moderator, for boys only. Results 

suggest that to prevent bully perpetration and its later association with sexual harassment 

perpetration, prevention programs should address the use of homophobic epithets.
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Introduction

Two separate literatures on youth bullying and sexual violence have established that both 

these forms of violence are widespread public health issues with negative consequences for 

victims (Basile, 2005; Basile et al., 2006; Black et al., 2011; Espelage, 2012; Espelage, Low, 
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& De La Rue, 2012; Gruber & Fineran, 2008; Nansel, Overpeck, et al., 2001; Tjaden & 

Thoennes, 2006). Both bullying and sexual violence start in later childhood (Borowsky, 

Hogan, & Ireland, 1997; Espelage, 2012) and share some conceptual and empirical 

developmental correlates, but also have unique predictors (Basile, Espelage, Rivers, 

McMahon, & Simon, 2009; DeSouza & Ribeiro, 2005; Pepler et al., 2006; Pellegrini, 2001). 

However, very few studies have examined the association between bullying and sexual 

violence perpetration across adolescence. Given the recognition that bullying perpetration 

has been linked to the use of homophobic epithets during early adolescence (Basile et al., 

2009; Espelage, Basile, & Hamburger, 2012; Poteat & Espelage, 2005), this study directly 

examines the moderating role of homophobic name-calling between bullying and sexual 

harassment perpetration (one form of sexual violence), among a middle school sample using 

a longitudinal design.

This study specifically tests the Bully–Sexual Violence Pathway theory proposed by 

Espelage, Basile, & Hamburger (2012), in which bully perpetration and homophobic teasing 

perpetration were direct predictors of perpetration of sexual harassment over a 6-month 

period among middle school youth. This study extends this work using the same sample to 

evaluate bullying perpetration as having an indirect association to later sexual harassment 

perpetration through the moderating effect of homophobic name-calling across a 2-year 

period. More specifically, a moderating effect of homophobic teasing implies that the 

association between bullying and sexual harassment perpetration would be stronger for 

higher levels of homophobic teasing perpetration.

Definitions of Bullying, Sexual Harassment, and Homophobic Teasing

For the purpose of this article, bullying perpetration includes verbal and social aggression 

directed at other students repeatedly over the last month (Espelage & Holt, 2001). Sexual 

harassment perpetration is defined as directing unwanted sexual commentary, sexual rumor 

spreading, and touching (e.g., groping or fondling) toward other peers (Basile & Saltzman, 

2002; Espelage, Basile, & Hamburger, 2012). Homophobic teasing or name-calling 

perpetration is a particular form of gender-based name-calling (e.g., calling others “gay,” 

“fag”) that friends and non-friends engage in (Espelage, Basile, & Hamburger, 2012). Given 

these three constructs are all measuring verbal aggression, there is likely to be some overlap, 

but they have emerged as distinct constructs in previous studies (e.g., low to moderate 

correlations; Espelage, Basile, & Hamburger, 2012; Poteat & Espelage, 2005, 2007). For 

example, in a review of sexual violence and bullying, Basile et al. (2009) found that sexual 

violence had some correlates that had not been previously related to bullying, such as use of 

pornography (Jensen, 1995; Malamuth, Addison, & Koss, 2000) and deviant sexual arousal 

(Hall & Barongan, 1997; Malamuth, 1986). Thus, we examine the association among 

bullying, homophobic teasing, and sexual harassment separately.

Magnitude of Bullying, Sexual Harassment, and Homophobic Teasing

A recent U.S. nationally representative study found that approximately 28% of 12- to 18-

year-old students reported they had been bullied at school during the school year, and 

victimization was highest among sixth graders (37%), compared with seventh or eighth 

graders (30% and 31% respectively; Robers, Kemp, & Truman, 2013). Also, approximately 
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9% to 11% of youth report being called hate-related words having to do with their race, 

religion, ethnic background, and/or sexual orientation (Robers et al., 2013).

Surveys conducted by the American Association of University Women (AAUW; AAUW 

Educational Foundation, 2001) reveal that sexual harassment is widespread among youth. Of 

the students surveyed, about half (48%) of the students in Grades 7 to 12 experienced some 

form of sexual harassment at school, including unwelcome sexual comments, jokes, and 

gestures (33%); being shown sexual pictures they did not want to see (13%); being touched 

in an unwelcome sexual way (8%); or being physically intimidated in a sexual way (6%; 

AAUW, 2001). While girls are more often the victims of sexual harassment, boys also 

experience this type of victimization (56% vs. 40%, respectively). Despite the prevalence of 

sexual harassment in schools, the etiology of sexually harassing behaviors among early 

adolescence is not well understood.

Homophobic teasing or name-calling is a commonly reported experience, particularly by 

students who identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender. Rivers (2001) reported that 

gay and lesbian students frequently experienced incidents of name-calling (82%) and being 

teased (58%), and had incidents of assaults (60%). These students also experienced rumor 

spreading (59%) and social isolation (27%). But homophobic teasing is not only directed at 

sexual minority students. In California, a large-scale survey of students in Grades 7 to 11 

found that 7.5% reported being bullied at school because of their actual or perceived sexual 

orientation, with two thirds of those students who identified as gay, lesbian, bisexual, or 

transgender reporting victimization (California Safe Schools Coalition & 4-H Center for 

Youth Development, University of California, Davis, 2004). Further, Poteat and Rivers 

(2010) found among a sample of 253 high school students the use of homophobic epithets 

was significantly associated with the primary bully role and the supportive roles of 

reinforcing and assisting the bully for boys and girls. Remaining uninvolved was associated 

with less use of homophobic language only for girls.

Linking Bullying and Homophobic Teasing With Sexual Harassment Perpetration Through 
a Gendered Lens

Bullying is in many ways a gendered phenomenon, which could explain why bullying 

perpetration might be associated with later sexual harassment perpetration. Bullying 

perpetration can be a means of gaining status among same- and other-sex peers (Faris & 

Felmlee, 2011; Hanish, Sallquist, DiDonato, Fabes, & Martin, 2012; Rodkin & Berger, 

2008). Also, at least for heterosexuals, cross-gender bullying can be an attempt to express 

interest in a peer as a dating partner (Pellegrini et al., 2010); indeed bullying involvement 

has been linked to later teen dating violence perpetration (Espelage, Low, Anderson, & De 

La Rue, 2014; Holt & Espelage, 2005; Miller et al., 2013). When bullying involves 

homophobic slurs, this serves to marginalize sexual minority youth (Birkett & Espelage, 

2014; Espelage, Aragon, Birkett, & Koenig, 2008; Robinson & Espelage, 2011; Robinson, 

Espelage, & Rivers, 2013) and serves to promote heterosexual masculinity (Herek, 2000). 

Heterosexual masculinity is the norm in most middle schools, and youth behave in ways to 

affirm their heterosexuality publicly, and this can include sexual harassment perpetration. 

This is what we believe underlies the Bully–Sexual Violence pathway; sexual harassment 
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perpetration is a way to combat against perceptions of gender non-conformity (Espelage, 

Basile, & Hamburger, 2012).

Often times, scholars want to equate these three constructs, but it is important to view 

bullying, homophobic name-calling, and sexual harassment as aggressive behaviors that are 

motivated by different factors. Sexual harassment is about gender and power, and is more 

directly related to hegemonic masculinity and the structural and culturally sanctioned gender 

role expectations (masculine–feminine) provided to young people (Gruber & Fineran, 2008). 

In contrast, bullying behaviors include aggression that is done repeatedly but does not 

always include a gendered component, and more frequently includes boys as perpetrators 

and as victims (Espelage & De La Rue, 2013). So, both bullying and sexual harassment can 

include a power dynamic, and bullying, homophobic teasing, and sexual harassment are 

characterized by the gendered nature of the aggression. But while these behaviors share 

some of the same antecedents, they likely have some unique predictors as well. Basile et al. 

(2009) summarize a set of correlates related to promiscuity, deviant arousal, and gender 

rigidity that have been related to sexual violence but not bullying. It is likely that these and 

other influences unique to these different kinds of aggression propel a young person to 

engage in some combination of bullying, homophobic teasing, and/or sexually harassing 

behaviors. We hypothesize that, consistent with the Bully–Sexual Violence pathway, the 

relation between bullying perpetration and sexual harassment would be strongest for youth 

who engage in high rates of homophobic teasing than youth who report less homophobic 

name-calling.

Although substantial information is available about the risk factors for both bullying and 

sexual harassment, there is relatively little empirical data demonstrating an association 

between bullying and later sexual harassment perpetration. Researchers have suggested that 

bullying may be a precursor to sexual harassment (Pellegrini, 2001; Stein, 1995), but these 

two problems are recognized, even by students themselves, as related but distinct 

phenomena (Land, 2003). Only a handful of studies have reported an association between 

bullying and some form of sexual harassment. One study, by Gruber and Fineran (2008), 

focused on bullying and sexual harassment victimization, and the other studies focused on 

bullying and sexual harassment perpetration (DeSouza & Ribeiro, 2005; Espelage, Basile, & 

Hamburger, 2012; Pepler et al., 2006; Pellegrini, 2001); a more recent study examined 

bullying, sexual harassment, and teen dating violence (Miller et al., 2013). Links between 

sexual harassment and bullying demonstrated in these studies suggest that youth who engage 

in one type of aggression (i.e., bullying) may be more likely to engage in the other (i.e., 

sexual harassment), and that bullying perpetration may lead to sexual harassment 

perpetration (Miller et al., 2013). No studies to our knowledge have tested homophobic 

teasing as a potential moderator of the relation between bullying perpetration and later 

sexual violence perpetration. Thus, the purpose of this article is twofold: (a) to replicate and 

expand previous research by examining the relation between bullying perpetration at sixth 

grade and sexual harassment perpetration at eighth grade using a longitudinal design with a 

large sample of students, and (b) to test the moderating effect of homophobic teasing on the 

association between middle school bullying and sexual harassment perpetration over time. It 

is hypothesized that bully perpetration will be more strongly associated with sexual 

Espelage et al. Page 4

J Interpers Violence. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 September 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



harassment perpetration among adolescents who engage in homophobic teasing. Given the 

limited literature on the impact of grade and race on this association, these two 

demographics are treated as covariates in the analyses reported here.

Method

This study is part of a larger, longitudinal research project investigating the intersection of 

youth bullying experiences and sexual violence perpetration, and evaluating individual and 

contextual influences on these phenomena.

Participants

The participants in the current study were 979 students from four middle schools (Grades 5 

to 7; M Age = 12.61; SD = 0.95 years) in Illinois. The participants include 50.9% females 

and 49.1% males with approximately 62.3% identifying as African American and 37.7% as 

White. Sixty percent of the sample was considered low-income students, defined as families 

receiving public aid or eligible to receive free or reduced-price lunch. No socio-economic 

status data were available at the individual student level, so this could not be included in the 

models. For the data utilized in this article, students completed two surveys across 18 

months of middle school: once in spring 2008 (Time 1; students were in fifth-seventh grade) 

and spring 2010 (Time 2; students were in sixth-ninth grades).

Measures

Demographics

Student survey: Participants reported their sex, race/ethnicity, grade, and age in years.

Outcome Measures

Bullying perpetration—The nine-item Illinois Bully Scale assessed the frequency of 

teasing, name-calling, social exclusion, and rumor spreading (Espelage & Holt, 2001). 

Students were asked how often in the past 30 days they teased other students, upset other 

students for the fun of it, excluded others from their group of friends, helped harass other 

students, and so on. Response options include never, 1 or 2 times, 3 or 4 times, 5 or 6 times, 

or 7 or more times. Higher scores indicate greater bullying perpetration. The construct 

validity of this scale has been supported via exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis, 

which has been previously published, scale scores have been strongly correlated with peer 

nominations of bullying (Espelage, Holt, & Henkel, 2003), and had internal consistency 

(Time 1 α = .86; Time 2 α = .86) in this study.

Sexual harassment perpetration—The Sexual Harassment/Groping subscale of a 

modified version of the AAUW Sexual Harassment Survey was used to measure the 

frequency with which students perpetrated sexual harassment behaviors within the last year 

(Espelage, Basile, & Hamburger, 2012). This subscale contains nine items and assessed 

perpetration of sexual harassment/groping in the past year (e.g., making sexual comments, 

spreading rumors, and pulling at clothing of another student). Response options included not 

sure (1), never (2), rarely (3), sometimes (4), and often (5). Higher scores indicated greater 

sexual harassment/groping perpetration. We refer to this scale as sexual harassment 
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perpetration throughout the remainder of the manuscript. Alpha coefficients of .72 and .83 

were found for Times 1 and 2 in the current study, respectively.

Homophobic teasing perpetration—This five-item agent scale assesses homo-phobic 

teasing perpetration epithets during the previous 30 days. Students read the following 

sentence: “Some kids call each other names like homo, gay, lesbo, fag, or dyke. How many 

times in the last 30 days did YOU say these words to . . . ” and then were asked how often 

they said these words to a friend, someone you did not like, someone you did not know well, 

someone you thought was gay, and someone you did not think was gay. Response options 

include never, 1 or 2 times, 3 or 4 times, 5 or 6 times, or 7 or more times. Construct validity 

of this scale was supported through factor analyses, and convergence and divergence 

validity, which have been previously published (Poteat & Espelage, 2005, 2007). Higher 

scores indicate more homo-phobic teasing, and the scale demonstrated internal consistency 

at Times 1 and 2 (a = .80).

Procedure

Parental consent—A waiver of active parental consent was approved by the institutional 

review board and school district administration. Parents of all students enrolled in the school 

were sent letters informing them about the purpose of the study. Several meetings were held 

to inform parents of the study in each community. In the early spring of 2008, investigators 

attended Parent–Teacher conference meetings and staff meetings, and the study was 

announced in school newsletters and emails from the principals. Furthermore, parents were 

asked to sign the form and return it only if they were unwilling to have their child participate 

in the investigation. At the beginning of each survey administration, teachers removed 

students from the room if they were not allowed to participate, and researchers also 

reminded students that they should not complete the survey if their parents had returned a 

form. A 95% participation rate was achieved. Students were asked to consent to participate 

in the study through an assent procedure included on the cover-sheet of the survey.

Multiple safeguards were implemented to prevent students from becoming upset by the 

content of the surveys. First, an assent script was read to students that emphasized that 

completing the task was voluntary and they could skip any question or stop participating at 

any point. After this script was read, students indicated their assent by signing their name on 

the survey coversheet. Second, an appropriately trained doctoral-level psychology student 

was present at every survey administration to provide immediate support for a student, if 

necessary, and direct him/her to appropriate resources. Third, students were given a card 

with researcher contact information in case more information about the study or a referral 

was needed. Multiple self-help resource numbers and websites were included on the card. 

Fourth, students were reminded verbally about school-based resources available (e.g., 

guidance counselors) in the beginning and end of survey administration.

Survey administration—Six trained research assistants, the primary researcher, and a 

faculty member collected data. At least two of these individuals administered surveys to 

classes ranging in size from 10 to 25 students. Students were first informed about the 

general nature of the investigation. Next, researchers made certain that students were sitting 
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far enough from one another to ensure confidentiality. Students were then given survey 

packets and the survey was read aloud to them. It took students approximately 45 minutes 

on average to complete the survey.

Results

Means and standard deviations for all variables by gender and race are presented in Table 1 

and correlations among variables are presented in Table 2. Preliminary analyses were 

conducted to determine the nature and extent of missing data. To address the issue of 

missing data for the current sample, a multiple imputation procedure was executed using the 

PROC MI function in SAS 9.2 (Graham, Cumsille, & Elek-Fisk, 2003). Overall, 

missingness per item ranged from 0% to 4.7%, with a mean percentage of missing data 

across all measured variables of 1.7%. Although Luengo, García, and Herrera (2010) 

suggest that missing data between 1% and 5% are generally manageable, a multiple 

imputation procedure was employed to preserve the integrity of each group of respondents 

and create one parsimonious data set.

Preliminary examination of the outcome distribution revealed a severe positive skew for the 

sexual harassment perpetration outcome variable at Time 2 (see Figure 1; skew test statistic 

= 35; Cramer, 1997) and leptokurtic (kurtosis test statistic = 377; Cramer, 1997). Therefore, 

this outcome variable was recoded to binary responses based on theoretically driven cut 

points rather than the observed sample distribution. Thus, this variable was converted to a 

dichotomous criterion variable, with no perpetration group coded as 0 and a perpetrator 

group coded as 1 (youth who reported any sexual harassment perpetration). Hierarchical 

logistic regressions were conducted to model students’ engagement in Time 2 sexual 

harassment perpetration. In the first step, race (dichotomized with a value of 1 for African 

American youth and 2 for Caucasian youth) was included as a covariate given the lack of 

extant literature on race and sexual harassment perpetration. In addition, because this study 

did not examine ethnic identity or any other race/ethnicity variables beyond students 

identifying as White or Black, it would be premature to explore race/ethnic differences. 

Grade was entered as sexual harassment tends to increase as youth age. As the development 

and refinement of this model continues, it will become important to more fully explore 

potential differences across race and ethnicity and across the developmental life span. In the 

second step, predictors measured at Time 1 were utilized, including sexual harassment 

perpetration, homophobic teasing, bullying, and the interaction between homophobic teasing 

and bullying. Analyses were conducted separately for females and males.

Logistical Regression Results

For the logistic regression that included girls, the first block of predictors including race and 

grade was significant, χ2(2, N = 455) = 13.63, p < .01. The Nagelkerke pseudo R2 indicated 

that these variables accounted for 4% of the total variance. Grade was a significant 

predictor; specifically, those girls who were older at Time 1 were 1.58 times more likely to 

be in the sexual harassment perpetrator group at Time 2. The predictors included in the 

second block provided a statistically significant improvement over the constant-only model 

in predicting the criterion variable of sexual harassment perpetration, χ2(4, N = 455) = 
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68.29, p < .01. The Nagelkerke pseudo R2 was .21. Those girls who engaged in bullying 

behaviors at Time 1 were 3.21 times more likely to engage in sexual harassment perpetration 

2 years later. Previous sexual harassment perpetration or the interaction between 

homophobic teasing and bullying was not significant. The overall prediction rate was 70.5%, 

with the model doing better predicting non-sexual harassment perpetrators (80.4%) as 

compared with the sexual harassment perpetration group (58.5%). The regression 

coefficients for each predictor for the female model are presented in Table 3, and the 

corresponding coefficients for the male model are presented in Table 4.

For boys, the first block of predictors was not statically significant, indicating that race and 

grade did not distinguish between sexual harassment perpetration levels at Time 2. While 

boys of color have been disproportionally represented in rates of bullying perpetration in 

extant literature (Carlyle & Steinman, 2007; Low & Espelage, 2013), our findings did not 

support this.

The predictors utilized in the second block significantly predicted the criterion variable of 

sexual harassment perpetration, χ2(4, N = 523) = 103.69, p < .01. The Nagelkerke pseudo R2 

indicated the model accounted for 26% of the total variance. The overall prediction rate was 

73.4%, with the model doing better predicting non-sexual harassment perpetrators (90.3%) 

as compared with the sexual harassment perpetration group (39.7%). Boys who engaged in 

homophobic teasing were 1.66 times more likely to engage in sexual harassment 

perpetration at Time 2, and those boys who engaged in bullying behaviors were 4.60 times 

more likely to engage in sexually harassing behaviors 2 years later. The interaction between 

homophobic teasing and bullying at Time 1 was also significant, which supported our 

hypothesis that youth would be less likely to engage in later sexual harassment if they had 

low levels of homophobic teasing (β = .70). The interaction was plotted in an effort to better 

understand this relationship (Figure 2).

The graph displayed in Figure 2 provides a visual description of the interaction between 

bully perpetration and homophobic name-calling, and classification of non-perpetrator or 

perpetrator of sexual harassment (none vs. some). The lines cross just below the mean 

values for bullying and homophobic teasing, suggesting that those youth who engage in both 

of these behaviors at lower levels at Time 1 are less at-risk of being in the sexual harassment 

perpetrator group 2 years later. However, as hypothesized, high levels of bullying 

perpetration and high levels of homophobic name-calling at Time 1 was associated with 

greater risk of being a perpetrator of sexual harassment at Time 2.

Discussion

The literature has documented numerous negative health impacts from both bullying 

(Espelage & Holt, 2013) and sexual harassment (AAUW Educational Foundation, 2011; 

Fineran & Bennett, 1998). Homophobic teasing perpetration is commonplace in middle 

schools and creates an environment that promotes hegemonic masculinity. The fact that 

there is a dearth of literature examining the links between common behaviors among school 

age youth—bullying, homophobic teasing, and sexual harassment perpetration—may be a 

function of the fact that researchers in each field have not examined all three constructs in 
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the same study. In addition, only a few bullying prevention programs address sexual 

harassment components for middle school youth (Second Step, Committee for Children, 

2008). As such, this study addresses an important gap in the literature by examining how 

bullying, homophobic teasing, and sexual harassment are related. These findings inform 

school-level bully prevention efforts to prevent the onset of sexual harassment perpetration.

Sexual harassment was the outcome of focus for this study rather than forced contact acts of 

sexual violence like rape, mainly because those more severe forms of sexual violence were 

less likely to be endorsed by middle school students in the sample. We tested the Bully–

Sexual Violence Pathway, which posits that youth who engage in high levels of bullying and 

homophobic teasing perpetration would report perpetrating sexual harassment over time as 

they progress through middle school, a time when these phenomena increase (Espelage, 

Basile, & Hamburger, 2012). The current findings provide support for the Bully–Sexual 

Violence Pathway theory for middle school boys, but not girls. Boys who reported bully 

perpetration at Time 1 were more likely to report sexual harassment measured 2 years later. 

In addition, homophobic teasing moderated the relation between bullying perpetration and 

later sexual harassment perpetration, such that boys who reported high levels of bullying 

behaviors and also reported concurrent high levels of homophobic teasing were more likely 

to report sexual harassment over time in comparison with boys who engage in both low 

levels of bullying and homophobic name-calling. When boys are elevated on both of these 

domains, they are at an increased risk of later sexual harassment perpetration, suggesting 

that to prevent sexual harassment, homophobic name-calling must be addressed. Of note, 

Time 1 sexual harassment was not a significant predictor of Time 2 sexual harassment when 

Time 1 bullying and homophobic teasing was included in the model. This finding is not 

surprising and suggests that explaining sexual harassment perpetration at Time 2 should 

consider both bullying and homophobic teasing perpetration rather than simply considering 

prior levels of sexual harassment perpetration.

The gendered nature and relations among bullying, homophobic teasing, and sexual 

harassment behaviors is worthy of note. For adolescents, particularly for males, there is 

more pressure to adhere to a restricted range of gender expression. Attacks against perceived 

deviations from this standard, or implications that such deviations are worthy of ridicule, 

take the form of homophobic teasing for younger students (Poteat, Kimmel, & Wilchins, 

2010). This teasing, which can be sexual in nature, may then elevate to sexual harassment 

behavior later when coupled with bullying behaviors. When this bullying behavior occurs 

with concurrent homophobic teasing among boys, the escalation of this as they get older is 

likely to present as sexual harassment. The current study’s findings highlight the need for 

prevention efforts to specifically target biased-based teasing behaviors and gender-based 

bullying, particularly for male adolescents for whom homophobic teasing, and the 

interaction between homophobic teasing and bullying, was related to later sexual harassment 

behaviors.

Although homophobic teasing was not a moderator of the association between bullying 

perpetration and sexual harassment for girls, there was a direct effect between these two 

variables. Consistent with Pellegrini’s (2001) study, bully perpetration was associated with 

sexual harassment perpetration over the 2-year study period for girls after controlling for 
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grade and race. Further, girls also reported less engagement in homophobic teasing 

perpetration in comparison with boys, which may explain why it is moderating the 

association between bullying and sexual harassment for boys only. However, it is plausible 

that these girls are hearing the homophobic epithets among the boys and are engaging in 

sexual harassment perpetration as a reaction. Thus, future studies should examine not only 

self-reports of homophobic teasing perpetration and victimization, but the extent to which 

youth hear this language and how this impacts the development of sexual harassment.

This study has a few limitations. First, the sexual harassment outcome examined in this 

study included mostly non-contact harassing behaviors with some touching or groping items 

and unwanted sexual commentary. We could not include more severe types of sexual 

violence, such as forced sexual activity. Three such items were included in the larger study 

this article was drawn from; however, only 1% to 3% of the population reported engaging in 

forced sexual contact (e.g., forcing others to kiss or touch one’s body parts). We suspect 

reporting of these items will increase for males as they age, based on previous studies 

showing that males are more likely than females to perpetrate these more severe types of 

sexual violence and that sexual violence perpetration is occurring in late adolescence and 

early adulthood (Gruber & Fineran, 2008). Second, our sampling relied on single-informants 

for constructs, which introduces mono-informant bias, and in turn, increases the risks of 

over-attributing relationships among key constructs. Finally, the way in which the Bully/

Sexual Violence pathway theory is conceptualized in this study is heteronormative given that 

the majority of youth identified as heterosexual. Thus, the same- and opposite-sex gendered 

dynamics of this theory are an avenue ripe for research. Future research that includes some 

of the unique correlates of sexual violence (e.g., deviant sexual arousal) in models 

examining the relationship between bullying, homophobic teasing, and sexual harassment/

violence may be helpful to further tease out the factors that lead some youth to begin sexual 

harassing behavior.

While additional research is needed to fully understand the relations among these forms of 

aggression among more ethnically and racially diverse populations, these findings suggest a 

promising strategy to prevent sexual harassment may be to focus on the gendered aggressive 

acts that precede it. As found in previous research, negative peer relationships, characterized 

by bullying and homophobic teasing, set the stage for later difficulties in opposite-sex 

relationships (Connolly, Furman, & Konarski, 2000). This study may be demonstrating the 

beginning of a developmental trajectory for some bullies is associated with sexual 

harassment perpetration 2 years later. Early adolescence, when young people are beginning 

to form peer relationships and their sexual identities, is good timing for primary prevention 

efforts. This study suggests that primary prevention efforts might even need to start before 

middle school, given the adolescents in this study reported perpetrating sexually harassing 

behaviors in Time 1 data collection at the beginning of middle school.

This study extends the work of Espelage, Basile, & Hamburger (2012) by examining the 

association between bullying and sexual harassment over 2 years of middle school, and also 

demonstrating a moderating effect of homo-phobic teasing on the relation between bullying 

and sexual harassment perpetration of boys. These results provide support for the Bully/

Sexual Violence Pathway theory to explain male adolescents’ use of bullying, homophobic 
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teasing, and sexual harassment in middle school and their relationship to each other over 

time. Future research should seek to replicate these findings among racially and ethnically 

diverse and same-sex attracted populations. It would be useful to follow adolescents into 

teenage and young adult years, to examine the characteristics of adolescent bullies and 

homophobic teasers for whom sexually harassing behaviors are sustained over time. Future 

studies should also consider the sex of the perpetrator and victim. For example, males who 

bully only female victims may be more likely to go on to perpetrate sexual harassment or 

other forms of sexual violence against girls/women than those males who bully only males 

or both males and females. As we continue to refine our understanding of how these forms 

of gendered aggression are related to one another, this study suggests prevention efforts for 

bullying and sexual harassment should address the overlapping role of homophobic teasing 

to better link prevention messages for these forms of aggression.
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Figure 1. 
The distribution of sexual harassment perpetration with a normal distribution curve imposed 

(the dotted line).

Note. Response options: 1 = not sure, 2 = never, 3 = rarely, 4 = occasionally, 5 = often.
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Figure 2. 
Interaction between homophobic teasing perpetration and bullying perpetration at Time 1 on 

sexual harassment perpetration at Time 2 for males.
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