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CHAPTER 1 

GENERAL INTRODUCTION 
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 In recent years, diverse stakeholders have voiced concerns for the safety 

of same-sex attracted and gender non-conforming adolescents within the context 

of secondary schools; these stakeholders include students themselves, parents and 

educators, researchers and health professionals, and advocacy groups and public 

figures.  Underlying these public expressions of concern are not only the accounts 

of individual students’ experiences, but a body of research demonstrating that 

sexual and gender minority youth as a group are both commonly victimized by 

peers at school (Kosciw, Greytak, Bartkiewicz, Boesen, & Palmer, 2012; Van 

Bergen & van Lisdonk, 2010) and disproportionately vulnerable, reporting 

victimization at higher rates than their non-minority peers (Friedman et al., 2011; 

Katz-Wise & Hyde, 2012; Robinson & Espelage, 2013). 

 In this thesis, I use two approaches that have been dominant among 

researchers working in this area – one of which is more social psychological, the 

other more public health oriented – to address new research questions about 

school climate for sexual and gender minority youth in the Netherlands.  The 

social psychological approach, which is related to the broader literature on 

prejudice and intergroup relations, has explored adolescents’ attitudes toward 

sexual and gender minorities, including how such attitudes develop and change 

over time, demographic correlates of more and less tolerant attitudes, and how 

these attitudes are related to others, i.e., sex role attitudes (e.g., Baker & Fishbein, 

1998; Hoover & Fishbein, 1999; Horn, 2006).  Assumptions underlying such 

research include those that a better understanding of adolescents’ prejudiced 
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attitudes can inform efforts to address such attitudes through educational 

interventions, while also expanding our knowledge of the mechanics of 

prejudiced behaviors toward sexual and gender minority peers.  The literature 

linking such attitudes and behaviors in adolescents is actually quite limited, 

however, studies among U.S. secondary school students have found more 

frequent engagement in homophobic behaviors among those with higher levels of 

sexual prejudice (Poteat & DiGiovanni, 2010; Poteat, DiGiovanni, & Scheer, 

2013).   

 Other research into the school experiences of sexual and gender minority 

youth has utilized a public health approach, which Satcher and Higginbotham 

(2008) describe as involving definition and measurement of a health problem and 

determination the problem’s cause(s)/risk factor(s), followed by identification of 

strategies to prevent or ameliorate the problem and implementation and 

evaluation of those strategies at the population level.  Among sexual and gender 

minority youth, peer victimization has been studied as a risk factor for various 

psychosocial and health outcomes, such as depression, anxiety, or suicidality.  

Extending the literature on how peer victimization relates to adjustment and 

health in general samples of youth (i.e., in which sexual orientation or gender 

identity/expression was not assessed), such research has explored 1) how peer 

victimization relates to psychosocial and health outcomes in samples of sexual 

and gender minority youth, and 2) how peer victimization that is related to one’s 

actual or perceived sexual or gender identity relates to psychosocial and health 
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outcomes.  In both cases, the focus is on the potential consequences of peer 

victimization and possible preventive actions so that those consequences can be 

avoided. 

 Bridging the social psychological and public health approaches is the 

minority stress framework.  This framework “suggests that (1) lesbians, gay men, 

and bisexuals (LGB) comprise a disadvantaged social group that is subject to 

stigma and prejudice; (2) stigma and prejudice related to sexual orientation 

predispose LGB to excess stress; and (3) in turn, this excess stress may lead to 

adverse health outcomes” and disparities in mental health between LGB and 

heterosexual populations (Meyer, 2003; 2010, p. 1217).  Some authors have 

begun to use concepts from the minority stress framework in studying health 

outcomes associated with peer victimization of sexual and gender minority youth 

(Burton, Marshal, Chisolm, Sucato, & Friedman, 2013; Poteat, Mereish, 

Digiovanni, & Koenig, 2011; Toomey, Ryan, Diaz, Card, & Russell, 2010).  

Within the minority stress framework, peer victimization related to actual or 

perceived sexual orientation or gender identity/expression would be defined as a 

distal minority stressor: an external (i.e., originating outside the individual), 

objective stressful event independent of one’s personal identification as lesbian, 

gay, bisexual, or transgender, that can negatively impact health (Meyer, 2003).  

The theoretical linkage between prejudice and health outcomes that is drawn in 

the minority stress framework has inspired the series of studies in this thesis that 
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explore both the attitudes underlying expressions of sexual and gender prejudice 

in school settings, and the public health significance of such prejudice expression. 

Key Concepts 

 Several concepts are central to the way that attitudes toward sexual and 

gender minorities and related behaviors among adolescents are explored in this 

thesis.  Negative attitudes “based on sexual orientation, whether the target is 

homosexual, bisexual, or heterosexual” have been defined by Herek (2000, p. 19) 

as sexual prejudice.  Following and extending Herek’s work, Savin-Williams and 

colleagues (2010) defined gender prejudice as “evaluative negative attitudes and 

behavior directed at individuals because of their gender orientation, gender 

identity, or gender expression” (p. 359).  While this definition of gender prejudice 

is useful since Herek’s definition of sexual prejudice does not address negative 

attitudes toward gender non-conforming individuals, it also broadly refers to both 

attitudes and behaviors.  Herek (2009) has distinguished sexual prejudice from its 

behavioral expression with the term enacted sexual stigma.  I will use the term 

enacted stigma to refer to negative actions directed at sexual and gender minority 

individuals. 

 Several other key terms recur throughout the thesis.  The term peer 

victimization is used as a general descriptor that encompasses negative behaviors, 

either direct (e.g., insults, hitting or pushing) or indirect (e.g., spreading rumors), 

aimed at one adolescent by another.  Peer victimization that occurs repeatedly 
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over time and involves an imbalance of power between perpetrator and victim has 

been more specifically defined as bullying (Olweus, 2010).   

 The term sexual minority is used to describe individuals who may have 

same-sex attractions, engage in same-sex sexual behaviors, or identify as lesbian, 

gay, bisexual, queer, or questioning (LGBTQ).  The term gender minority is used 

in reference to transgender individuals as well as gender non-conforming 

individuals who do not self-identify as transgender but whose gender identity or 

expression does not conform to cultural norms for their birth sex.  The way that 

sexual or gender minority identity was assessed and operationalized within each 

individual study dictates the specific terminology used in each chapter.  Given the 

age of the adolescent participants in the studies that compose the thesis, same-sex 

sexual attractions were often used to indicate sexual minority status rather than 

relying on participants’ self-identification as lesbian, gay, or bisexual. 

The Current Thesis 

Aims and Rationale 

 In this thesis, I address the possible antecedents and outcomes of enacted 

sexual and gender stigma in secondary school environments, and also consider 

how enacted sexual and gender stigma is perceived by secondary school teachers.  

Specific aims and research questions, outlined below, are addressed through a 

systematic literature review (Chapter 2) and a series of analytic, empirical studies 

(Chapters 3-7). 
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 The first aim of the thesis is to explore how enacted sexual and gender 

stigma in the secondary school context relates to psychosocial and health 

outcomes among adolescents.  Achieving this aim will clarify the public health 

significance of enactments of sexual and gender stigma.  An understanding of the 

psychosocial and health outcomes associated with enacted sexual and gender 

stigma is also needed to inform the development of long-term goals for 

preventative interventions.  This aim is accomplished in two parts: first, I use a 

systematic review to provide an overview of the current state of research in this 

area (Chapter 2); then, I present an original study focused on the current situation 

in the Netherlands (Chapter 3). In the latter study, we examined how being 

targeted by homophobic name-calling is related to psychological distress in 

adolescents, accounting for differences by gender, sexual orientation (measured 

as sexual attraction), and gender expression.  The prevalence of homophobic 

name-calling among Dutch adolescents was also explored.  This study extends the 

existing literature by assessing peer victimization experiences, sexual orientation, 

gender expression, and psychological distress concurrently among adolescents, 

and also by looking at the relationship between this type of peer victimization and 

mental health in the Dutch context. 

 The second aim of the thesis, broadly, is to explore attitudes toward sexual 

and gender minorities among Dutch adolescents.  Although sexual prejudice 

among adults has been studied in settings worldwide (e.g., Andersen & Fetner, 

2008; Widmer, Treas, & Newcomb, 1998) and in relation to a multitude of factors 
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ranging from personal characteristics to contact experiences with sexual 

minorities to political and gender role attitudes (e.g., Goodman & Moradi, 2008; 

Herek, 1988), less is known about sexual prejudice among adolescents.  The third 

research aim is accomplished through three studies that examine 1) the role of 

gender, ethnicity, religiosity, and sexual attraction in adolescents’ acceptance of 

same-sex sexuality and gender non-conformity; 2) how contact with gay and 

lesbian people affects heterosexual adolescents’ attitudes toward them, and 

whether this association is mediated or moderated by one’s acceptance of gender 

non-conformity; and 3) attitudes toward lesbians and gays in Dutch and American 

heterosexual adolescents and the beliefs about lesbians and gays that underlie 

their attitudes. These studies attempt to expand the relatively small literature on 

sexual prejudice among adolescents by examining different types of correlates of 

attitudes toward sexual minorities and by making use of data from two different 

national contexts (the Netherlands and the U.S.).  They also add to the scant 

literature on gender prejudice by specifically exploring attitudes toward gender 

non-conformity.  

 Finally, the third aim of the thesis is to better understand Dutch secondary 

school teachers’ motivations to respond when they observe enactments of sexual 

and gender stigma among students.  The association of teachers’ behavioral 

beliefs, self-efficacy, and descriptive and injunctive norms with intentions to 

intervene in a scenario involving enacted sexual or gender stigma was explored, 

for the purpose of identifying potential determinants of teachers’ behaviors that 
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could be targets for intervention and professional development. While some 

writers have offered guidance for school personnel with regard to responding to 

such incidents (Fisher et al.; Hunter & Woest, 2005; Pollock, 2006; Young, 

2011), and there are existing interventions to address teachers’ role in creating 

supportive school climates for LGBTQ youth (Greytak, Kosciw, & Boesen, 

2013), this study addresses an existing research gap because so far there has been 

little empirical research conducted with teachers regarding their motivations to 

intervene upon observing enactments of sexual and gender stigma among their 

students (Vega, Crawford, & Van Pelt, 2012). 

Overview 

 The individual studies that comprise this thesis follow in Chapters 2 

through 7.  Collaborators are named for each chapter and details about the data 

sources for each chapter are contained within the respective text.  The chapters 

are organized so as to begin with a problem analysis that addresses health 

outcomes associated with enacted sexual and gender stigma and demonstrates the 

public health significance of addressing such stigma enactment in secondary 

schools (Chapters 2 and 3). Chapter 2 is a systematic review of 39 previous 

studies that explored various psychosocial and health outcomes potentially 

associated with sexual orientation and gender identity/expression-related peer 

victimization.  Chapter 3, “Homophobic name-calling among secondary school 

students and its implications for mental health,” is based on my analysis of data 
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collected by Marijke Metselaar under the supervision of my co-promotor Henny 

Bos at the University of Amsterdam.   

 Chapters 4, 5, and 6 deal specifically with those attitudes thought to 

influence stigma enactment.  Chapter 4, “Gender, ethnicity, religiosity, and same-

sex sexual attraction and the acceptance of same-sex sexuality and gender non-

conformity,” is based on my analysis of data from the Generation Next study, led 

at the University of Amsterdam by Dr. J. Asscher and Marijke Metselaar; two 

research groups within the University’s Research Institute of Child Development 

and Education collaborated for this study.  Chapter 5, “Intergroup contact, 

attitudes toward homosexuality, and the role of acceptance of gender non-

conformity in young adolescents,” is based on additional analyses of the same 

dataset used for Chapter 3.  Chapter 6, “Attitudes toward lesbians and gays 

among American and Dutch adolescents,” is based on my analysis of data from 

two sources: the U.S. dataset is from Dr. Stacey Horn at the University of Illinois-

Chicago, and the Netherlands dataset was collected for purposes of this study by 

students working under the supervision of Henny Bos. 

 Chapter 7 is different from the others for its focus on secondary school 

teachers, rather than adolescents.  More so than the others, the study presented in 

this chapter was designed to provide information that would be immediately 

relevant to school-based interventions to address enacted sexual and gender 

stigma.  I developed the instrument used for this study and analyzed the data 

collected by students working under the supervision of Henny Bos.  Finally, 
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Chapter 8 presents a general discussion and conclusion of the thesis, with 

recommendations for future research and related interventions. 
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