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Abstract

The Bully-Sexual Violence Pathway theory has indicated that bullying perpetration predicts sexual 

violence perpetration among males and females over time in middle school, and that homophobic 

name-calling perpetration moderates that association among males. In this study, the Bully-Sexual 
Violence Pathway theory was tested across early to late adolescence. Participants included 3549 

students from four Midwestern middle schools and six high schools. Surveys were administered 

across six time points from Spring 2008 to Spring 2013. At baseline, the sample was 32.2% White, 

46.2% African American, 5.4% Hispanic, and 10.2% other. The sample was 50.2% female. The 

findings reveal that late middle school homophobic name-calling perpetration increased the odds 

of perpetrating sexual violence in high school among early middle school bullying male and 

female perpetrators, while homophobic name-calling victimization decreased the odds of high 
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school sexual violence perpetration among females. The prevention of bullying and homophobic 

name-calling in middle school may prevent later sexual violence perpetration.

Keywords

Bullying; Sexual violence; Homophobic name-calling; Middle school; Adolescents

Introduction

Bullying, homophobic name-calling, and sexual violence perpetration emerge during early 

adolescence and appear to be associated with one another both in cross-sectional and 

longitudinal studies (Espelage et al. 2015a; Espelage et al. 2012). These associations have 

been supported with the Bully-Sexual Violence Pathway theory (Espelage et al. 2012) 

supported by Espelage et al. (2015a), who found that bullying perpetration was a predictor 

of sexual violence perpetration over a two-year middle school longitudinal study. Further, 

the association between bullying and sexual violence was moderated by homophobic name-

calling perpetration among males; the link between bullying and sexual violence for males 

was strongest among students who reported directing homophobic epithets at other students. 

However, the bully-sexual violence pathway has not been examined across later adolescence 

when sexual violence perpetration is more prevalent. Thus, the present study sought to 

replicate the Bully-Sexual Violence Pathway theory by examining homophobic name-calling 

perpetration as a moderator of bullying and sexual violence into high school. In addition, 

this study extends our understanding of the pathway by examining homophobic name-

calling as a mediator of the bully-sexual violence pathway.

Definitions and Prevalence of Bullying, Homophobic Name-Calling, and Sexual Violence

Bullying is defined as recurring acts of aggression by another youth or group of youth that 

include abuse of power, which can be physical (e.g., hitting), verbal (e.g., name-calling), 

relational (e.g., social exclusion), or result in damage to property, and can happen in person 

or through online media (e.g., text messaging, e-mail, chats; Gladden et al. 2014; Olweus et 

al. 1999; Ybarra et al. 2014). Among a 2015 nationally representative sample of high school 

students (grades 9–12), 20.2% reported being bullied on school property in the past year 

(Kann et al. 2016). Also, in a recent U.S. national survey, 28–37% of 12 to 18-year-old 

students reported they had been bullied at school during the school year (Robers et al. 2015). 

A recent meta-analysis of 80 studies of prevalence of cyber and face-to-face bullying among 

adolescents found 34.5% were perpetrators of face-to-face bullying and 36% were victims of 

face-to-face traditional bullying (Modecki et al. 2014).

Homophobic name-calling is primarily understood as a form of gender-based harassment, 

consisting of pejorative labels or denigrating phrases aimed at youth perceived to be sexual 

or gender minorities (Meyer 2008). However, research demonstrates that these epithets are 

not only targeted toward sexual and gender minority youth, but may also be directed at 

heterosexual youth (Tucker et al. 2016). Bullying perpetration and homophobic name-

calling are overlapping, yet distinct, forms of peer aggression (Espelage et al. 2012; 

Espelage et al. 2017). Homophobic name-calling (sometimes called teasing or bantering) 
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often occurs among friends and strangers (Espelage et al. 2012; Tucker et al. 2016), and has 

been found to be common among middle and high school students (Kosciw and Diaz 2006). 

Among friends, this type of harassment or teasing may serve as a form of gender role 

enforcement where friends perpetrate homophobic name-calling to enforce their own status 

while warning others not to deviate from socially sanctioned gendered behavior. Such 

epithets targeted toward sexual and gender minority youth are likely used to punish and 

stigmatize them for having already deviated from such norms, which includes compulsory 

heterosexuality.

In 2015, the Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education Network (GLSEN) reported from a 

nationally representative sample of 7000 lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender (LGBT) middle 

and high school students that 67.4% had heard homophobic remarks like “fag” or “dyke” 

frequently or often, and 85.2% had been verbally harassed in the past year (Kosciw et al. 

2016). Among 722 high school students (55% female, 87% white, 86% heterosexual), 

66.8% had observed at least one instance of homophobic behavior in the past 30 days 

(Poteat and Vecho 2015). Further, because these epithets are often exchanged within peer 

groups, homophobic name-calling perpetration and victimization are highly correlated (r = .

70; Rinehart and Espelage 2016) and often co-occur (Poteat and Espelage 2005).

Sexual violence is defined as a sexual act committed or attempted without freely given 

consent of the victim, including acts such as forced or alcohol/drug facilitated penetration, 

unwelcomed sexual touching, or non-contact acts of a sexual nature such as verbal 

harassment (Basile et al. 2015). Sexual harassment has also been defined legally in the 

educational setting to include unsolicited sexual behavior, either verbal or physical, that 

hinders the victim from obtaining equal education (Hill and Kearl 2011). Sexual harassment 

(e.g., unwelcome comments, touching, intimidation or force to do something sexual) is 

prevalent among youth: 56% of females and 40% of males reported sexual harassment 

victimization by another student between 7th and 12th grade from 2010 to 2011 (Hill and 

Kearl 2011), and 14% of females and 18% of males reported perpetrating sexual harassment 

either in-person or electronically. For the purpose of this study, we use the term sexual 
violence to encompass the constellation of sexually violating behaviors, including sexual 

harassment.

Bully-Sexual Violence Pathway Theory—Moderation by Homophobic Name-Calling

Early adolescence is a developmental period during which youth intensely explore their 

gender and sexual identities, with attitudes and behavior being shaped by their peer groups 

and larger social context. Homophobic name-calling serves, in part, to shame sexual and 

gender minority youth for violating gender roles, which includes compulsory 

heterosexuality. Among boys and young men, specifically, homophobic name-calling is a 

way of setting and enforcing rules for what constitutes acceptable masculinity—effectively 

excluding sexual minority boys and young men from the circle of “accepted, legitimate 

masculinities” (Phoenix et al. 2003; Slaatten et al. 2014; Stoudt 2006). Among heterosexual 

young men, the enforcement of hegemonic masculinity further creates an environment 

where sexual violence and other forms of gender-based harassment emerge and is often 

preceded by other forms of peer aggression (Birkett and Espelage 2015; Herek 2000; 
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Kimmel and Mahler 2003; Poteat et al. 2011; Theodore and Basow 2000). The Bully-Sexual 
Violence Pathway theory (Espelage et al. 2012) provides one potential explanation by which 

peer aggression predicts the onset of gender-based harassment. The Bully-Sexual Violence 

Pathway theory posits that bullying perpetration is a precursor to gender-based harassment 

in the form of homophobic name-calling (Poteat and Espelage 2005) and sexual violence 

(Espelage et al. 2015a; Miller et al. 2013; Pellegrini 2001). Poteat and Espelage (2005, 

2007) found that bullying perpetration was associated with greater use of homophobic 

epithets (e.g., homo, gay) directed toward other students over the middle school years. There 

is reason to believe that this Bully-Sexual Violence Pathway would extend to high school 

given the association between bullying and sexual violence in several high school studies, 

and increased pressure to maintain heteronormativity across this developmental time period 

(Poteat et al. 2012; Poteat and Rivers 2010; Poteat and Vecho 2015). In a cross-sectional 

study of 961 middle school students and 935 high school students, Pepler and colleagues 

(2006) found that students who bullied were more likely to report sexual harassment 

perpetration than those who did not. In a longitudinal study of 795 7th graders over three 

time points, Miller and colleagues (2013) found 15% of students reported involvement in 

bully perpetration and victimization as well as sexual harassment victimization. However, 

these studies did not examine homophobic name-calling as a mediating variable explaining 

the bully-sexual violence link. Thus, in the current study, we focused on replicating the 

Bully-Sexual Violence Pathway supported by Espelage et al. (2015a) by examining 

homophobic name-calling perpetration as a moderator of middle school bullying and high 

school sexual violence perpetration.

Bully-Sexual Violence Pathway Theory Extended— Mediation by Homophobic Name-
Calling

It is equally plausible that involvement in homophobic name-calling, either as a victim or 

perpetrator, could also mediate the association between bullying in early middle school and 

high school sexual violence perpetration. Overlap among bullying, homophobic name-

calling, and sexual violence perpetration suggests that youth who display one type of 

aggression (e.g., bullying) are likely to display other types (e.g., sexual violence; Basile et al. 

2009), especially when these behaviors emerge as a result of maintaining gender norms 

including heteronormativity (Poteat et al. 2007); however, these relationships have not been 

tested longitudinally. Perpetrating bullying against other students might also lead to being a 

target of homophobic epithets, given bullying and homophobic name-calling perpetration 

and victimization are often co-occurring in middle school (Poteat and Espelage 2005). 

Poteat and colleagues (2012), in a two-year longitudinal study of homophobic name-calling, 

found that bullying perpetration was associated with increases in homophobic victimization 

across the first year of high school. Further, McMaster and colleagues (2002) found that 

homophobic name-calling was commonly expressed by both males and females in the 6th–

8th grades, and that cross-gendered sexual harassment increased in frequency during that 

time. Being a target of this type of gender-based harassment, which often happens in public 

spaces, may lead to pressure to demonstrate one’s heterosexuality. This could take the form 

of sexual violence toward the opposite sex (Messerschmidt 2000; Meyer 2008; Stein 1995; 

Stein et al. 1993) as adolescents age into high school. The current study’s focus on the 

Espelage et al. Page 4

J Youth Adolesc. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 September 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



longitudinal examination of bullying, homophobic name-calling, and sexual violence across 

early and late adolescence represents an important next step in this area of research.

Bully-Sexual Violence Pathway—Sex Differences

The relationships among bullying, homophobic name-calling, and sexual violence 

perpetration appear to be stronger among males than females. Literature on the sex 

differences in bullying and homophobic name-calling consistently finds that males engage in 

these behaviors more frequently than females (McMaster et al. 2002; Poteat and DiGiovanni 

2010; Slaatten et al. 2014). Adolescent males report that homophobic name-calling is one of 

the most serious and provocative actions used against one another (Pascoe 2007; Plummer 

2001)—the seriousness of this offense then may result in violence or aggression among 

those youth attempting to assert their hegemonic masculinity. Poteat and Rivers (2010) 

explored the association between bullying roles (e.g., primary bully, assistant to bully, 

defender of victim, remaining uninvolved) and the use of homophobic name-calling and 

found that males who engaged in multiple bullying roles also reported greater homophobic 

name-calling. On the other hand, Poteat and Espelage (2005) found a significant association 

between bully perpetration and homophobic name-calling for both males and females in 

middle school. Poteat et al. (2012) found that bullying perpetration was associated with 

longitudinal increases in both homophobic name-calling perpetration and victimization 

among high school male students. In addition, as noted previously, the Bully-Sexual 
Violence Pathway was moderated by homophobic name-calling perpetration for males only 

(Espelage et al. 2015a). Thus, all of the analyses in the present study considered sex 

differences across the relationships among bullying, homophobic name-calling, and sexual 

violence.

Current Study

The current study replicates and extends Espelage et al. (2015a) where the Bully-Sexual 
Violence Pathway theory was supported; the association between bullying and sexual 

violence perpetration was moderated by homophobic name-calling perpetration among 

middle school youth. Three hypotheses are evaluated. Consistent with Espelage et al. 

(2015a) and the Bully-Sexual Violence Pathway theory, we first hypothesized that early 

middle school homophobic name-calling perpetration (grades 5–7) would moderate the 

association between early middle school bullying perpetration (grades 5–7) and high school 

sexual violence perpetration (grades 9–11), only among males (Hypothesis 1). Second, we 

extended the Bully-Sexual Violence Pathway theory and hypothesized that both homophobic 

name-calling victimization and perpetration in later middle school (grades 7–8) would 

mediate the relationship between early bullying perpetration (grades 5–7) and sexual 

violence perpetration in high school (grades 9–11) (Hypothesis 2). Third, we further 

extended the previous theory by estimating multi-mediator models by biological sex. That is, 

mediation models with both homophobic name-calling victimization and perpetration 

entered as the intermediary (mediating) variables between early middle school bullying 

perpetration and high school sexual violence perpetration, and these models were estimated 

for males and females, simultaneously. We hypothesized that homophobic perpetration and 
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victimization would be significant mediators between bullying perpetration and sexual 

violence perpetration for males but not females (Hypothesis 3).

Methods

Participants

Participants included 3549 students from four Midwestern middle schools and six high 

schools. Surveys were administered across six time points including Spring/Fall 2008, 

Spring/Fall 2009, Spring 2010, 2012, and 2013. At baseline the sample was 32.2% White, 

46.2% African American, 5.4% Hispanic, and 10.2% other. The sample was 50.2% female. 

At baseline, students were in 5th (4.0%), 6th (34.1%), 7th (34.2%), and 8th (27.7%) grade. 

In wave six, participants had become freshmen, sophomores, or juniors in high school. See 

Table 1 for more information on basic demographics.

Procedure

Parental consent—The current study was formally announced in school newsletters, 

school district newsletters, and e-mails from the principals prior to the Spring of 2008. Upon 

receiving approval from the institutional review board (IRB) and district school board, a 

waiver of active consent was distributed to each parent/guardian of the students enrolled in 

the school. The passive consent included a letter containing information about the purpose of 

the study, and parents/guardians were also invited to attend information meetings held in 

each community. Parents/guardians who did not wish to have their child participate in the 

study were asked to sign the information letter and return it to the researchers.

After parents/guardians turned in these forms, it was determined that 95% of students 

initially participated in the study. Students were asked to consent to participate in the study 

through an assent procedure described on the coversheet of the survey distributed to all 

remaining students. Surveys were later de-identified with code numbers so researchers could 

track their responses over multiple time points and ensure confidentiality.

Survey administration—Students were initially informed about the nature of the study 

by one of the six trained research assistants, the principal investigator, or another faculty 

member who administered the survey. Surveys were conducted in classrooms ranging from 

10 to 25 students. The survey took approximately 40–45 min to complete. Members of the 

research team ensured confidentiality by ensuring students were sitting far enough away 

from one another. The survey was administered and read aloud while students responded 

individually.

Because the content of the survey could be upsetting to students, researchers assured them 

that their participation in the study was entirely voluntary and that they could skip any 

question or stop participating in the survey at any time. At least one appropriately trained 

doctoral-level psychology student was on site to provide immediate support to any student 

and direct him or her to necessary services. Students were also provided the contact 

information of the research team to seek more information about the study. Also, students 

were reminded about in-school resources available to them (e.g., guidance counselors) 

should they feel the need to talk to someone as a result of completing the survey.
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Measures

Each participant completed demographic information that included questions about his or 

her sex (male or female), age, grade, and race/ethnicity. For race, participants were given six 

options: African American (not Hispanic), Asian, White (not Hispanic), Hispanic, Native 

American, or Pacific Islander. Students could mark all that applied. Then, students 

completed questions about bullying perpetration and homophobic name-calling perpetration 

during middle school (first four waves) and then a sexual violence perpetration measure in 

high school (last two waves).

Middle school bullying perpetration

The nine-item Illinois Bully Scale (Espelage and Holt 2001) was used to assess the 

frequency of bullying perpetration in middle school. For example, students were asked how 

often in the past 30 days they engaged in each behavior (e.g., teased other students, excluded 

others from their group of friends, threatened to hit or hurt another student). Response 

options included “Never”, “1 or 2 times”, “3 or 4 times”, “5 or 6 times”, and “7 or more 

times” on a 5-point Likert scale (0–4). The construct validity of this scale has been 

supported via exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis (Espelage and Holt 2001). 

Higher scores indicated more self-reported bullying behaviors. The scale correlated 

moderately with the Youth Self-Report Aggression Scale (r = .65; Achenbach 1991), 

suggesting that it was somewhat unique from general aggression. Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficients were: .86 for Wave 1, .86 for Wave 2, .84 for Wave 3, and .88 for Wave 4 

perpetration (Malpha=.86).

Middle school homophobic name-calling perpetration and victimization

The 10-item Homophobic Content Agent Target Scale was used to assess homophobic 

name-calling perpetration and victimization in middle school (Poteat and Espelage 2007). 

Students were asked how often in the past 30 days they directed homophobic epithets at 

other students (perpetration) or were targets of this language (victimization). For the 

perpetration scale, students were presented with the following stem “How many times in the 

last 30 days did YOU say homo, gay, lesbo, or fag to the following individuals?” Then they 

were presented the five items: (1) a friend, (2) someone you did not know well, (3) someone 

you did not like, (4) someone you thought was gay or lesbian, and (5) someone you did not 

think was gay or lesbian. Response options included “Never”, “1 or 2 times”, “3 or 4 times”, 

“5 or 6 times”, and “7 or more times” on a 5-point Likert scale (0–4). The five-item 

victimization scale consisted of the same items and response options, except that students 

were asked how often others (e.g., friends) called them homophobic epithets. Construct 

validity has been supported through exploratory and confirmatory analyses and the 

victimization scale correlates significantly with measures of bullying victimization (Poteat 

and Espelage 2007). Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were: .85 for Wave 1, .84 for Wave 2, .84 

for Wave 3 and .86 for Wave 4 for perpetration (Malpha=.85), and .76 for Wave 1, .85 for 

Wave 2, .81 for Wave 3, and .82 for Wave 4 for victimization (Malpha=.81).

Sexual violence perpetration—An abbreviated six-item version of the American 

Association of University Women (AAUW) Sexual Harassment Survey was used to assess 
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sexual violence perpetration during high school (Hill and Kearl 2011; Rinehart et al. 2017). 

Students were asked “During this school year, did you do any of the following to other 

students at school?” Participants were presented with six items on unwanted verbal sexual 

harassment (i.e., sexual comments, sexual rumor spreading, and showing sexual pictures), 

and forced sexual contact (i.e., touching in a sexual way, physically intimidating in a sexual 

way, and forcing to do something sexual). Response options were “Never”, “1 or 2 times”, 

“3 or 4 times”, “5 or 6 times”, and “7 or more times” on a 5-point Likert scale (0–4). We 

assessed the structure of this modified AAUW scale by splitting the sample into two separate 

subsamples, comparing fit statistics for a one-and two-factor solution in an exploratory 

factor analysis, and then fitting a confirmatory factor analysis to the best fitting model. 

Results of the exploratory factor analysis using the first subsample suggested that a one-

factor solution fit the data best; all factor loadings ranged from .75 to .97 (CFI = 1.0, 

RMSEA = 0.00, X2 = 9.73(9), p = .76). Results from a confirmatory factor analysis with the 

second subsample indicated excellent model fit (CFI = 1.0, RMSEA = 0.01, X2 = 9.74(9), p 
= .37). Cronbach’s alpha was .76. Because the distribution for perpetration was heavily 

skewed, it was dichotomized into (1) ever engaging in sexual violence perpetration or (2) 

never engaging in sexual violence perpetration during the last two waves (high school). Of 

note, the same items were used to measure middle school sexual violence perpetration at 

each of two high school waves.

Data Analytic Plan

To address our hypotheses (both replication and extension) we ran a series of moderation 

and mediation models. All models were estimated using Mplus version 7.4 (Muthén and 

Muthén 1998–2012). Hypotheses are restated here, so the reader does not need to refer to 

these hypotheses earlier in this manuscript.

Hypothesis 1—To address our first hypothesis that the association between middle school 

bully perpetration and high school sexual violence perpetration would be moderated by 

middle school homophobic name-calling, we estimated a multi-group logistic regression 

model to directly replicate and expand findings from Espelage and colleagues (2015a). 

Multi-group models were used to estimate odds of sexual violence perpetration for males 

and females simultaneously. Specifically, we ran two models: the first was a main effects 

model assessing the effect of early middle school bullying perpetration on sexual violence in 

high school. The second model included an interaction term with bullying perpetration and 

homophobic name-calling perpetration. Each model controlled for sexual violence 

perpetration across three time points in middle school, maternal education (high school or 

less as reference group), and race (nonwhite as reference) at baseline. Unlike Espelage and 

colleagues (2015a), we also controlled for homophobic name-calling victimization at 

baseline. All variables were centered at the grand mean before interaction terms were 

entered into the model. We used the MODEL TEST command in Mplus to determine if 

parameter estimates were significantly different from each other across biological sex.

Hypothesis 2—For our second hypothesis that middle school homophobic name-calling 

victimization and perpetration would mediate the relationship between middle school bully 

perpetration and high school sexual perpetration, we ran a series of multi-variable mediation 
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models (e.g., two mediating variables entered simultaneously). In these models the c path 

was represented by the main effect of early middle school bullying perpetration on high 

school sexual violence perpetration, the a paths (two a paths for each mediator) represented 

the effect of early middle school bullying perpetration on late middle school homophobic 

name-calling victimization (a1) and perpetration (a2) (controlling for early middle school 

homophobic name-calling), and the b paths represented the effect of late middle school 

homophobic name-calling victimization (b1) or perpetration (b2) on high school sexual 

violence perpetration (controlling for middle school sexual violence perpetration). To assess 

if homophobic name-calling victimization and perpetration mediated the effect of early 

bullying perpetration on high school sexual violence perpetration, we estimated 

bootstrapped (iterations = 5000) indirect effects models. Indirect effects are interpreted as 

the amount that the outcome variable (sexual violence perpetration) is expected to change as 

the independent variable (early middle school bullying perpetration) changes by one unit as 

a result of the independent variable on the mediator (later middle school homophobic name-

calling victimization and perpetration). Partial mediation was assessed when the indirect 

effect was significant, but a reduction in the direct effect was evident but remained 

significant. In addition to controlling for early homophobic name-calling and sexual 

violence across three time points in middle school, we also controlled for biological sex, 

race, and maternal education at baseline.

Hypothesis 3—For our third hypothesis, we continued to extend the bullying sexual 

violence theory by estimating the multi-mediator models by biological sex, expecting 

significant indirect effects for males and not females. That is, the mediation model, 

described above, with both homophobic name-calling victimization and perpetration was 

estimated for males and females, simultaneously, using the multi-group method in Mplus. 

The multi-group method allows us to test for actual differences in both direct (e.g., early 

middle school bullying perpetration on high school sexual violence perpetration) and 

indirect (e.g., relationship mediated by either homophobic name-calling victimization or 

perpetration) effects across biological sex.

Missing Data

Missing data ranged from 4–25% across the study period. Mplus adjusts for missing data 

using a maximum likelihood estimator under the assumption that data are missing at random 

and uses all data that are available for each participant. Each continuous construct and co-

variate were grand mean centered so that zero was functionally meaningful. Although there 

is no explicit method to formally test the missing at random (MAR) assumption without 

knowing the values of the missing dependent variable (i.e., sexual violence), we took various 

steps to examine missing data patterns (Enders 2010). We examined missing patterns by our 

co-variates for all variables used in our models. Compared with their male counterparts, 

females had significantly more missing data on sexual violence perpetration (X2 = 9.34, df = 

1, p = .002). Further, nonwhite participants had significantly more missing data on early 

middle school bullying perpetration (X2 = 13.9, df = 1, p = .002), late middle school 

homophobic name-calling perpetration (X2 = 11.4, df = 1, p = .002), homophobic name-

calling victimization (X2 = 10.8, df = 1, p = .002), and sexual violence perpetration in high 

school (X2 = 8.09, df = 1, p = .002). Additionally, individuals with higher SES had a larger 
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proportion of missing data on sexual violence (X2 = 8.09, df = 1, p = .004), early middle 

school bullying perpetration (X2 = 13.55, df = 1, p = .001), and sexual violence perpetration 

in high school (X2 = 49.84, df = 1, p = .001). Finally, we found that individuals who 

reported higher levels of early middle school sexual violence perpetration had significantly 

more missing data on late middle school homophobic name-calling victimization (t = 10.5, 

df = 1006, p = .001). Because females, those reporting higher sexual violence perpetration in 

middle school, individuals identifying as nonwhite, and individuals with higher family SES 

had more missing data, we included biological sex, early middle school sexual violence 

perpetration, SES, and race/ethnicity in our co-variance matrix to aid in accounting for the 

missing data patterns when using the maximum likelihood estimator. As such, due to the 

moderate amount of missing data coupled with the large sample size, and adjusting for 

potential bias due to missingness on various demographic and individual variables, we 

believe the data are MAR.

Results

Prevalence Rates of Bullying, Homophobic Name-Calling Perpetration and Victimization, 
and Sexual Violence

At the simplest level of analysis, we dichotomized our variables of interest to understand 

how frequent youth were reporting perpetration and victimization across all variables used in 

the models. In early middle school, 30% of youth reported engaging in bullying perpetration. 

In late middle school 18.5 and 14% of youth reported homophobic name-calling perpetration 

and victimization, respectively. Finally, 34.5% of youth reported sexual violence 

perpetration in high school.

Bully-Sexual Violence Pathway Theory—Moderation by Homophobic Name-Calling 
(Hypothesis 1)

In Table 2, Model 1 presents the main effects of early middle school bullying and 

homophobic name-calling perpetration. For males, those who engaged in bullying behaviors 

in early middle school had 4.48 (95% CI [1.23, 9.17]) higher odds of engaging in sexual 

violence perpetration in high school. Further, males who engaged in homophobic name-

calling perpetration in early middle school had 3.02 (95% CI [2.05, 4.46]) higher odds of 

engaging in sexual violence perpetration in high school. Similar results for main effects were 

found for females such that bullying (AOR = 1.93, 95% CI [1.15, 3.25]) and homophobic 

name-calling perpetration (AOR = 2.65, 95% CI [1.87, 3.50]) were associated with higher 

odds of perpetrating sexual violence in high school.

Results of our replication model (bully-sexual violence pathway moderated by homophobic 

name-calling; Table 2, Model 2) reveal a direct replication of Espelage et al. (2015a) such 

that interaction between bullying perpetration and homophobic name-calling perpetration 

predicting sexual violence perpetration was only significant for males (OR = .37, 95% CI [.

26, .53]) but not for females (OR = .59, 95% CI [.32, 1.13]). Prototypical plots are displayed 

in Fig. 1 for males. As hypothesized, males who report greater bullying perpetration and 

high homophobic name-calling have the highest odds of perpetrating sexual violence in high 

school.
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Bully-Sexual Violence Pathway Theory Extended— Mediation by Homophobic Name-
Calling (Hypothesis 2)

Extending prior research and theory, we sought to understand if late middle school 

homophobic name-calling perpetration and victimization acted as a mechanism between 

early middle school bullying perpetration and high school sexual violence perpetration. We 

estimated a multi-mediator model (e.g., both homophobic name-calling perpetration and 

victimization entered simultaneously; see Fig. 2). Table 3 displays path coefficients and odds 

ratios as well as indirect effects in the multi-mediator model. We found support for the 

indirect effect for homophobic name-calling perpetration (indirect effect = .78, 95% CI [.

62, .94]), indicating a .78 increase in the odds of perpetrating sexual violence in high school 

for every unit increase in bullying perpetration via homophobic name-calling perpetration. 

Put differently, youth who engage in bullying perpetration in early middle school are more 

likely to engage in homophobic name-calling perpetration in late middle school (b = .41), 

and this increased homophobic name-calling perpetration is associated with a 6 times higher 

odds of ever perpetrating sexual violence in high school.

However, contrary to our hypotheses for homophobic name-calling victimization, the 

indirect effect was significant but negative (indirect effect = −.08, 95% CI [−.12, −.03]). This 

indicates that the odds of being a sexual violence perpetrator in high school is lower when 

youth experience homophobic name-calling victimization. That is, early bullying 

perpetration is, in fact, associated with higher homophobic name-calling victimization; 

however, a unit increase in homophobic name-calling victimization is associated with a .51 

decrease in the odds of perpetrating sexual violence in high school.

Bully-Sexual Violence Pathway—Sex Differences (Hypothesis 3)

We also estimated this multi-mediator model using multi-group functions to assess indirect 

effects for males and females (Hypothesis 3). Table 4 displays parameter and odds ratio 

estimates for the multi-group multi-mediator model. In general, results remain robust for 

homophobic name-calling perpetration with significant indirect effects for both males 

(indirect effect = 1.00, 95% CI [.63, 1.38]) and females (indirect effect = .66, 95% CI [.47, .

85]). However, while the indirect effects remain negative for homophobic name-calling 

victimization for both males and females, it only remains significant for females (indirect 

effect = −.08, 95% CI [−.13, −.02]). Using the MODEL TEST command in Mplus, we 

directly compared indirect effect estimates to determine empirical differences across males 

and females. Results indicate that indirect effects for homophobic name-calling perpetration 

are significantly different from each other, with males having the larger effect (Wald test = 

3.69, df = 1, p = .04). No differences were found for indirect effects of the homophobic 

name-calling victimization pathways (Wald test = .01, df = 1, p = .92), indicating that, while 

the effect emerges only for females, these effects are not significantly different from males.

Sensitivity/Alternative Analyses

To assess the robustness of our hypotheses, we ran several alternative iterations of our 

models. Starting with the mediation modeling, in addition to assessing the multi-mediator 

model we also assessed each mediator (homophobic name-calling perpetration and 

homophobic name-calling victimization) separately. We began by estimating indirect effect 
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models for homophobic name-calling perpetration. We found support for partial mediation 

for homophobic name-calling perpetration (indirect effect = .69, 95% CI [.53, .86]), which 

was supported in our more parsimonious multi-mediator model. Similarly, we estimated a 

model with just homophobic name calling victimization and found, like prior models, 

evidence of partial mediation (indirect effect = .06, 95% CI [.03, .09]) (see Supplemental 

Table 1, Supplemental Figs. 1, 2). To understand these processes, individually, in terms of 

biological sex, we next ran a multi-group mediation model where indirect effects for males 

and females were estimated for both homophobic name-calling perpetration and 

victimization (see Supplemental Table 2). In separate models, both males (indirect effect = .

56, 95% CI [.41, .71]) and females (indirect effect = .77, 95% CI [.55, .99]) showed 

significant positive indirect effects for homophobic name-calling perpetration. However, 

unlike the multi-mediator model we found a significant indirect effect for homophobic 

name-calling victimization for males (indirect effect = .06, 95% CI [.02, .10]) but not 

females (indirect effect = .05, 95% CI [−.01, .12]). While this is contrary to the multi-

mediator findings, we should also point out that the sign of the effect has flipped. That is, 

males who engage in early middle school bullying perpetration are more likely to experience 

homophobic name-calling victimization and, in turn, report engagement in sexual violence 

in high school.

Discussion

In this study, the Bully-Sexual Violence Pathway theory was tested across early to late 

adolescence in a longitudinal design. Originally, this theory posited that homophobic name-

calling perpetration moderates the association between bullying perpetration and sexual 

violence perpetration among middle school youth. The current study examined whether 

homophobic name-calling perpetration continued to serve as a moderator between bullying 

and sexual violence perpetration as these youth entered high school. Also, homophobic 

name-calling perpetration and victimization were examined as mediators in the Bully-Sexual 
Violence Pathway. Findings suggest that male and female students who perpetrated bullying 

or homophobic name-calling in middle school had higher odds of perpetrating sexual 

violence in high school (direct effects). These results are consistent with our first hypothesis 

as well as findings from Espelage et al. (2015a) and support the applicability of the Bully-
Sexual Violence Pathway theory into high school. Our second hypothesis was partially 

supported in that both late middle school homophobic name-calling perpetration and 

victimization mediated the relationship between early middle school bullying and sexual 

violence perpetration in high school, but victimization actually slightly reduced the odds of 

sexual violence perpetration. Findings related to our third hypothesis were mixed in that 

homophobic perpetration and victimization were found to be significant mediators between 

bullying and sexual violence perpetration for males and females, inconsistent with our 

hypothesis that these mediators would be found only for males.

Homophobic name-calling perpetration seems to have operated as we expected for males, 

and was also a significant mediator for females. We surmise that these findings are 

consistent with the Bully-Sexual Violence Pathway, where adolescents who bully are adding 

homophobic epithets to their repertoire as they develop, and these same students are likely to 

perpetrate sexual violence as they transition into high school. Homophobic name-calling 
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may be a way of setting rules for what constitutes acceptable masculinity (Phoenix et al. 

2003; Slaatten et al. 2014; Stoudt 2006) and reinforces an environment where sexual 

violence emerges (Birkett and Espelage 2015; Herek 2000; Kimmel and Mahler 2003; 

Poteat et al. 2011; Theodore and Basow 2000). We anticipated a relationship between 

homophobic name-calling victimization and sexual violence perpetration based upon the 

work of others such as Messerschmidt (2000), which may shed light on males’ experiences 

with homophobic name-calling victimization and how it could relate to later sexual violence 

perpetration for some youth, although this was not borne out in the present study. In his 

book, Messerschmidt describes the life histories of three adolescent males who perpetrated 

sexual violence. In all cases, the males experienced bullying victimization (e.g., called a 

wimp) and homophobic name-calling victimization in school (e.g., called a fag). They 

described their subsequent sexual violence perpetration as a way to feel powerful in one part 

of their life given they felt powerless at school (and in two cases, they were also abused and 

powerless at home). Sexual violence was a way to express masculinity and redeem power 

that they lost in other parts of their life (Messerschmidt 2000). In this way, sexual violence 

was not simply “the personification of male power” (Messerschmidt 2000, p. 100), it was a 

way to regain power lost from the ongoing victimization they experienced. It could be that 

sexual violence is committed for both reasons (i.e., to regain power or maintain power), 

depending on whether male adolescents had been victimized by or perpetrated either 

bullying or homophobic name-calling. It is interesting that homophobic name-calling 

victimization slightly decreased sexual violence perpetration in females even after previous 

bullying perpetration. We anticipate that being victimized by homophobic epithets may not 

influence females to be sexually aggressive in the same way or for the same reasons as male 

adolescents. Also, this finding could be associated with the type of victimization that boys 

and girls experience. As girls are more likely to be relationally victimized and boys more 

likely to be physically victimized and be the targets of homophobic name-calling (Espelage 

et al. 2014), boys’ aggression might escalate more than girls.

The findings from this study extend our knowledge of the role of homophobic name-calling 

in understanding the relationship between bullying and sexual violence. We extended the 

work of Espelage and colleagues (2015a) by demonstrating longitudinally that homophobic 

name-calling not only moderates the relationship between bullying and sexual violence 

perpetration as youth transition into high school, but it also mediates the relationship. 

Understanding how bullying perpetration and homophobic name-calling interact during 

early adolescence to predict later sexual violence perpetration provides valuable information 

about the timing and content of sexual violence prevention efforts. Primary prevention 

efforts for sexual violence would be best if they started before high school and incorporated 

content related to bullying and homophobic name-calling, as this study suggests 

homophobic name-calling may be the glue that connects bullying and sexual violence 

perpetration. As part of a comprehensive and developmental approach to sexual violence 

prevention, bullying prevention efforts are important in early middle school and would be 

better timed in elementary school for primary prevention, given that this and other studies 

have shown that bullying behavior is already prevalent in middle school (Robers et al. 2015), 

particularly among sexual and gender minority youth (Gruber and Fineran 2008; Kosciw et 

al. 2016). Further, while all 50 states have anti-bullying laws, only 19 states have laws that 
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prohibit bullying on the basis of sexual orientation and gender identity (Cornell and Limber 

2015). When schools have comprehensive anti-bullying or harassment policies that explicitly 

protect sexual and gender minorities, staff are more likely to intervene in instances of 

homophobic name-calling (Kosciw et al. 2016), which, as borne out by this research, would 

benefit all youth, not solely sexual and gender minority (SGM) youth.

Ongoing prevention programming throughout middle school and during the transition to 

high school seems to be critical to prevent middle school aggression as well as sexual 

violence in high school. As outlined in the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s 

STOP SV: A Technical Package to Prevent Sexual Violence (Basile et al. 2016), there are 

numerous approaches with evidence of effectiveness in preventing sexual violence, such as 

social emotional learning (SEL) approaches that focus on enhancing adolescents’ skills 

around communication, problem-solving, empathy, and conflict management. For example, 

Second Step: Student Success through Prevention, is a SEL program for middle school 

students that also includes content related to bullying and homophobic name-calling. A 

rigorous multi-site evaluation found Second Step to be effective in reducing homophobic 

name-calling victimization by 56% and sexual violence perpetration by 39% in one of the 

two states in which it was implemented (Espelage et al. 2015b). The results of the current 

study suggest that programs such as Second Step may disrupt the cycle of adolescent 

aggression that results in later sexual violence perpetration in high school. More research is 

needed to evaluate additional promising sexual violence prevention programs that address 

bullying and homophobic name-calling in early adolescence, particularly studies that include 

SGM youth.

A few limitations are worth noting. First, we used an abbreviated version of AAUW to 

measure sexual violence which was limited to sexual violence of “students at school”, so 

while the scale had high internal consistency, we are likely underestimating the prevalence 

of sexual violence among this sample. Second, this study did not include an examination of 

the sexual orientation of students, nor did it differentiate between same and cross-sex 

bullying, homophobic name-calling, or sexual violence perpetration. Same-sex vs. cross-sex 

perpetration may be better analyzed separately in the future as these are distinct phenomena, 

and cross-sex perpetration, but not same-sex perpetration, has been shown to increase in 

frequency as youth age (McMaster et al. 2002). Further, research that explores if or how the 

patterns found in this study vary for sexual and gender minority youth would be beneficial to 

the field. In addition, the analytic technique used in this study only examined between-

person differences and not within-person variation and change over time. This would be a 

good next step for future research. Finally, it would be worthwhile to examine the role 

traditional masculinity plays in the patterns uncovered in this study, given previous studies 

that have found that adhering to traditional masculinity ideologies is associated with greater 

homophobic name-calling and gender-based aggression (Birkett and Espelage 2015; Tucker 

et al. 2016). Continued research including traditional masculinity may help explain why and 

how homophobic name-calling is so important in understanding the link between bullying 

and later sexual violence perpetration.
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Conclusion

This study adds to a growing body of literature on sexual violence among adolescents. At 

the most basic descriptive level, bullying, homophobic name-calling, and sexual violence 

perpetration occurs with regular frequency and should be addressed directly in prevention 

programs during middle school. Also, this study was the first to examine the longitudinal 

associations among bullying and gender-based aggression across early to late adolescence. 

Bullying among middle school youth and its association with later sexual violence 

perpetration during the high school years was found to be moderated and mediated by 

homophobic name-calling. Students who bully their peers were more likely to report 

sexually harassing their peers across early to late adolescence when they had engaged in 

homophobic name-calling. These findings suggest that prevention of sexual violence 

perpetration among high school students should begin to address bullying and homophobic 

name-calling during the middle school years.

Supplementary Material

Refer to Web version on PubMed Central for supplementary material.
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Fig. 1. 
Interaction between bullying perpetration and homophobic name-calling perpetration among 

males. Low = 1 standard deviation below the mean, High = 1 standard deviation above the 

mean
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Fig. 2. 
Multi-mediator model for homophobic name-calling perpetration and homophobic name-

calling victimization. Note: Bullying perpetration is measured in early middle school (5th, 

6th and 7th grade), homophobic name-calling perpetration and victimization are measured in 

late middle school (7th and 8th grade), and sexual violence perpetration is measured in high 

school (9th–11th Grade). Model controls for early middle school homophobic name-calling 

perpetuation, homophobic name-calling victimization, and sexual violence perpetration as 

well as participant age, sex, race, and maternal education. Solid lines indicate significant 

path
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Table 1

Baseline characteristics

Variable M(SD) or n%
N = 3549

Demographics

Age 12.8 (1.08)

Female n (%) 1781 (50.2)

African-American n (%) 1638 (46.2)

White n (%) 1145 (32.2)

Other n (%) 281 (7.9)

Hispanic n (%) 190 (5.4)

Asian/Pacific Islander n (%) 80 (2.3)

Mother high school education n (%) 2484 (70.1)

Study variables

Bullying perpetration .473 (.340)

Homophobic name-calling perpetration .827 (.563)

Homophobic name-calling victimization .492 (.376)

Sexual violence perpetration .101 (.108)

Note: Mother’s education was coded as 1 = high school or below and 0 = more than high school
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Table 2

Multi-group logistic regression moderation models by biological sex

Model 1 Model 2

Main effects Homophobic name-calling perpetration moderation

Parameter 95% CI Parameter 95% CI

Males

Threshold 1.61 (0.12) 1.08 (0.14)

Early bullying perpetration 4.48 [1.23, 9.17] 10.6 [5.01, 22.4]

Early homophobic name-calling perpetration 3.02 [2.05, 4.46] 4.40 [3.02, 6.38]

Early homophobic name-calling victimization 0.77 [0.42, 1.41] 0.74 [0.54, 1.01]

Bullying × homophobic name-calling perpetration 0.37 [0.26, 0.53]

Females

Threshold

Early bullying perpetration 1.93 [1.15, 3.25] 5.13 [2.41, 10.9]

Early homophobic name-calling perpetration 2.65 [1.87, 3.50] 4.42 [2.92, 6.70]

Early homophobic name-calling victimization 0.70 [0.50, 0.96] 0.94 [0.62, 1.48]

Bullying × homophobic name-calling perpetration 0.60 [0.32, 1.13]

Note: Not all control variables are displayed for ease of reading. Each model controlled for sexual violence perpetration during middle school 
(three time points), race/ethnicity, and maternal education

Parameter [95% CI]

Early = Early middle school (5th, 6th, or 7th grade)

Bold = Confidence interval does not include 1
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Table 3

Multi-mediator indirect effect model

Parameter [95% CI]

AOR [95% CI]

Parm/AOR 95% CI

A1 path (Bullying perpetration → Homophobic name-calling perpetration) Parm .41 [.35, .46]

A2 path (Bullying perpetration → Homophobic name-calling victimization) Parm .13 [.09, .14]

B1 path (Homophobic name-calling perpetration → Sexual violence perpetration) Parm
AOR

1.91
6.73

[1.60, 2.21]
[4.95, 9.15]

B2 path (Homophobic name-calling victimization → Sexual violence perpetration) Parm
OR

−0.67
0.51

[−1.03, −.316]
[0.36, 0.73]

C′ path (Bullying perpetration → Sexual violence perpetration) Parm
AOR

1.20
3.31

[.795, 1.60]
[2.21, 4.96]

Total effect Parm 1.20 [0.79, 1.60]

Indirect effect 1 (Homophobic name-calling perpetration) Parm 0.78 [0.62, 0.94]

Indirect effect 1 (Homophobic name-calling perpetration) Parm −0.08 [0.12, −0.03]

Parm parameter estimate, OR odds ratio

→ = direction of regression. Variables on the left side of the arrow are the independent variable, variables on the right of the arrow are the 
dependent variable

Bold = confidence interval does not include 1 (if Odds ratio) or 0 (if parameter)

J Youth Adolesc. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 September 01.



A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

Espelage et al. Page 25

Table 4

Multi-group multi-mediator indirect effect model

Males Parameter/AOR 95% CI

A1 path (Bullying perpetration → Homophobic name-calling perpetration) Parm. 0.49 [0.41, 0.57]

A2 path (Bullying perpetration → Homophobic name-calling victimization) Parm 0.12 [0.08, 0.15]

B1 path (Homophobic name-calling perpetration → Sexual violence perpetration) Parm
AOR

2.00
7.40

[1.51, 2.49]
[4.52, 12.11]

B2 path (Homophobic name-calling victimization → Sexual violence perpetration) Parm
AOR

−0.69
0.50

[−1.34, −0.04]
[0.25, 0.10]

C′ path (Bullying perpetration → Sexual violence perpetration) Parm
AOR

1.11
3.03

[0.51, 1.73]
[1.65, 5.46]

Total effect Parm 2.02 [1.28, 2.76]

Indirect effect 1 (Homophobic name-calling perpetration) Parm 1.00 [0.62, 1.38]

Indirect effect 2 (Homophobic name-calling victimization) Parm −0.09 [−0.20, 0.01]

Females

A1 path (Bullying perpetration → Homophobic name-calling perpetration) Parm 0.36 [0.29, 0.43]

A2 path (Bullying perpetration → Homophobic name-calling victimization) Parm 0.67 [0.65, 0.70]

B1 path (Homophobic name-calling perpetration → Sexual violence perpetration) Parm
AOR

1.82
6.19

[1.42, 2.22]
[4.17, 9.19]

B2 path (Homophobic name-calling victimization → Sexual violence perpetration) Parm
AOR

−0.66
0.52

[−1.09, −0.23]
[0.31, 0.86]

C′ path (Bullying perpetration → Sexual violence perpetration) Parm
AOR

1.27
3.59

[0.73, 1.82]
[2.08, 6.18]

Total effect Parm 1.86 [1.21, 2.53]

Indirect effect 1 (Homophobic name-calling perpetration) Parm 0.66 [0.47, 0.85]

Indirect effect 2 (Homophobic name-calling victimization) Parm −0.08 [−0.13, −0.02]

Parm parameter estimated, AOR adjusted Odds ratio

→ = direction of regression. Variables on the left side of the arrow are the independent variable, variables on the right of the arrow are the 
dependent variable

Bold = confidence interval does not include 1 (if Odds ratio) or 0 (if parameter)
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