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Despite these similarities, there are notable differences between forms 
of identity-based bullying. While research shows all identity-based characteristics can increase a child’s risk of being bullied, bullying relating 
to disability, learning difficulties and sexual orientation appear to be particularly prevalent within UK schools. These forms of bullying show a strong relationship to prejudiced attitudes held throughout the school, both 
by pupils and teaching staff. Therefore, when addressing these in particular, greater efforts need to be made to challenge overriding prejudice, and to eliminate homophobic and disablist attitudes at all levels of the school and wider community.

In addition, certain forms of identity-based bullying show unique characteristics which require special consideration when developing preventative and responsive strategies. With regard to homophobic bullying, lesbian, gay and bisexual (LGB) young people may be reluctant to report incidents out of a fear of having to disclose their sexual orientation when they are not ready to do so. Schools and local authorities must ensure pupils feel able to report these incidents confidentially and comfortably, while responsive strategies must also be carefully tailored in order to cause no further distress to the victim. Additionally, the impact of being bullied can differ according to the form of identity-based bullying experienced. Bullying directed at group characteristics, such as race or religion can have far-reaching effects, which target not just the individual but also the wider community. In comparison, bullying directed solely at the individual, such as bullying of disabled or transgender pupils, can severely affect the welfare and psychological wellbeing of the victim.

Page 1

The Commission’s Staying On (2009) project identified bullying as one of the key reasons why young people disengage from learning and leave formal education. The research found that particular groups of pupils, including disabled and lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) young people, were less likely to feel physically and emotionally safe at school and to be more at risk of bullying (Jackson & Hudson, 2009). These young people may also have particular needs or issues which should be considered by those tasked with preventing or responding to identity-based bullying.
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Research by Barnardo’s Cymru (Butler, 2009) examines identity-based bullying among a group of children attending youth clubs in Wales. Participants indicated that children were bullied for two main reasons; 
either because they lacked confidence, or because of certain identity-
based characteristics, such as their religion, skin colour, disability, or sexual orientation. The results suggest that identity-based bullying arises as a result of children’s poor understanding of diversity, and a lack of confidence among school staff in talking about issues relating to race, disability, sexual orientation and other group-based characteristics. 

Identity-based bullying requires focused attention, so that preventative and responsive interventions can be targeted to safeguard those who experience it. The following sections of this report discuss the prevalence and nature of identity-based bullying in relation to five key strands: race and ethnicity (which includes religion and belief), disability, sexual orientation, gender and transgender.  
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A particular issue to consider in measuring homophobic bullying is that 
young LGB people may not feel ready to disclose their sexual orientation 
to researchers (Carragher and Rivers, 2002; Childline, 2006). Also, young people may be reluctant to report bullying of a homophobic nature because of the perceived negative attitudes of teachers, or fear that it will not be taken seriously (Rivers, 2001). This makes it difficult to use cross-sectional or prospective studies assessing the current extent of bullying experienced by LGB young people as the target population is not easily identified (Warwick et al., 2004). To overcome this problem, several retrospective studies have been conducted with LGB identified adults, asking them about bullying experiences when they were younger.

In these reports verbal bullying is commonly found to be the most common type of bullying behaviour associated with homophobic bullying (Carragher and Rivers, 2002; Childline, 2006; Ellis and High 2004; Trenchard and Warren, 1984). This is consistent with general bullying trends. Another 
similar finding is the gender differences in the types of bullying behaviour experienced by young lesbian girls and young gay men (King et al., 2003). Physical bullying is more commonly experienced by males; while indirect or relational bullying appears to be more commonly reported by females. 
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It appears that most young people are exposed to homophobic attitudes within schools. As identified in the definition section, homophobic bullying is not only directed toward those who are or perceived to be LGB, but those who are associated with LGB individuals, or simply perceived not to fit gender norms. Although not as well documented as research relating to specific LGB samples, there is some preliminary evidence assessing the experience of homophobic bullying across all young people. 
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Reporting homophobic bullying

General bullying research indicates that reporting bullying has been found 
to be an effective anti-bullying strategy (Smith, Talamelli, Cowie, Naylor 
and Chauhan, 2004). Reporting these incidents also enables young people 
to seek and receive social support to help them deal with the negative implications of bullying. However, young people may be reluctant to report incidents of homophobic bullying either for fear of revealing their sexual orientation when they are not ready to do so, or because they do not wish to be perceived as LGB. Rivers (2001) found 39 per cent of victims of homophobic bullying had told someone at home about the bullying they 
had suffered while only 22 per cent had told their teachers. Moreover, 
of those that did tell an adult, only a quarter had disclosed the reason 
why they had been bullied.

Similarly, Childline (2006) reported that victims of homophobic bullying may be particularly unwilling to seek help due to the perceived homophobic attitudes of parents and teachers. They suggest that some LGB people feel triply isolated, with schools, friends and families being unsupportive.
It is important that all children and young people feel able to report homophobic bullying and seek the help and support they need. To facilitate this, adults involved in child services (including schools) should adopt a 
non-judgmental and open approach, where young people feel safe in reporting instances of bullying based on sexual orientation. This is related to challenging the culture and attitudes surrounding sexual orientation (see below). It may also be necessary to provide targeted and specialised support or avenues of support for those who do report LGB bullying (Hunt and Jensen, 2007).
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Issues relating to education and training

The existing literature concerning homophobic bullying suggests that a specific focus needs to be placed on raising awareness about the seriousness of homophobic bullying and on providing support and guidance to teachers in how to deal with homophobia (Chambers, Van Loon and Tincknell, 2004).

In the Stonewall School Report (Hunt and Jensen, 2007) which surveyed 1,145 LGB secondary school pupils, less than a quarter (23 per cent) reported being told that homophobic bullying is wrong in their school. In schools which had denounced such behaviour, LGB children were 60 per cent less likely to have been bullied and are also more likely to feel safe and accepted. Over half (58 per cent) of LGB pupils who had experienced bullying had never reported it. Of those who did tell a teacher, most (62 per cent) felt that nothing was done about it. Half of the young people surveyed said that their teachers failed to respond to homophobic language when they heard it. 

The issue of teacher uncertainty was mirrored in the Stonewall Teacher Report (Guasp, 2007). Of the 2,043 teaching and non-teaching staff at secondary and primary schools who were surveyed, 90 per cent reported having never received any specific training on how to prevent and respond to homophobic bullying. More than a quarter of secondary school staff (28 per cent) stated that they would not feel confident in supporting a pupil who was gay or bisexual. 

Douglas et al. (1999) found that teachers were highly aware of homophobic bullying taking place in their school; 82 per cent had witnessed verbal homophobic bullying, while 26 per cent observed physical bullying taking place. Most of the staff reported one or two incidents happening over the 
last term, however five per cent knew of 10 incidents or more, while one 
staff member counted as many as 30. Similar findings were reported by Warwick, Aggleton and Douglas (2001), who found teachers to be aware of homophobic bullying but incapable of dealing with the issue as they were ‘confused, unable or unwilling to address the needs of lesbian or gay pupils’. Recent results from the National Foundation for Educational Research (NfER) Teacher Voice omnibus survey support these findings: 46 per cent of teachers who responded to the survey thought LGB pupils were a target for bullying from other pupils, but only 16 per cent said that their school was ‘very active’ in promoting equality and respect for LGB pupils (Pyle and Rudd, 2010). 
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Challenging the existing culture and attitudes

As with all prejudice-related bullying, the key to preventing homophobic bullying lies in challenging and changing existing attitudes. There is a need to address negative views relating to sexual orientation and change prevailing sexist cultures (Buston and Hart, 2001; Warwick and Douglas, 2001). 

A central aspect in challenging homophobia is the adoption of a whole 
school approach and incorporating issues relating to sexual orientation and homophobic bullying in the organised curriculum, such as during Personal, Social, Health and Economic Education (PSHE) lessons. It is also important that the curriculum and other extracurricular activities act to reinforce an inclusive and accepting message to all. There are a few studies which have evaluated curriculum-based programmes relating to improving attitudes and understanding of homophobic bullying.
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Schools need to ensure that staff are equipped to deal with such situations, and that a close and trusted relationship is formed between teachers and pupils that is non-judgmental and inclusive. To encourage this atmosphere, 
it is also important that all incidents of identity-based bullying are acted upon, with help provided for the victim, and strategies put in place to prevent bullies from indulging in repeat behaviour. These measures should be clearly outlined as part of the overall anti-bullying strategy.

Despite these similarities, there are however notable differences between forms of identity-based bullying. While research shows all identity-based characteristics can increase a child’s risk of being bullied, bullying relating 
to disability, learning difficulties and sexual orientation appear particularly prevalent within UK schools. These forms of bullying show a strong relationship to prejudiced attitudes held throughout the school, both by pupils and teaching staff. Therefore, when addressing these in particular, greater efforts need to be made to challenge overriding prejudice, and to eliminate homophobic and disablist attitudes at all levels of the school and wider community.

Additionally, certain forms of identity-based bullying show unique characteristics which require special consideration when developing preventative and responsive strategies. With regard to homophobic bullying, LGB young people may be reluctant to report incidents for fear of disclosing their sexual orientation when they are not ready to do so. Schools and LAs must ensure pupils feel able to report these incidents confidentially and comfortably, while responsive strategies must also be carefully tailored in order to cause no further distress to the victim. Therefore the unique characteristics of all forms of identity-based bullying need to be considered in order to develop effective preventative and responsive strategies.
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The stakeholders who were interviewed generally agreed that the variety 
and adaptability of existing responsive measures to bullying were sufficient, providing they took account of the individual’s needs, and were aware of the issues surrounding each form of identity-based bullying. Some responsive measures may be more or less suited to particular forms of identity-based bullying dependent upon the individual situation. For example, conference-based restorative approaches, in which all parties involved in an incident discuss its causes and means of reparation, may be more problematic than beneficial in responding to homophobic bullying of children who may be lesbian, gay or bisexual, but are not yet confident in talking about this with others. Thus the strategies used to respond to bullying should be carefully considered with regard to the individual situation, and the form of bullying being addressed.
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Only a small proportion of LAs (between 10 and 22 per cent) indicated that they had experienced difficulties in preventing or responding to any forms 
of identity-based bullying. Results showed that bullying related to sexual orientation posed slightly more difficulties regarding prevention and response than other forms of identity-based bullying, however there was very little variation overall between the differing forms. Several issues were identified when LAs were asked to provide details about the difficulties they had faced, most notably lack of funding, and the disclarity/lack of requirements for recording and reporting of incidents of bullying based around identity. 
In addition, issues particular to certain forms of identity-based bullying 
were identified, including the transience of Gypsy/Roma/Traveller and refugee/asylum-seeking populations, and difficulties in engaging schools 
with issues relating to lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender pupils. However, considering that around half of all LAs do not have evidence 
for the prevalence of most forms of identity-based bullying, the extent to 
which respondents were truly aware of the problem is questionable. 

PAGE  
7

