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Abstract
Objective:  To  investigate  the  extent  to  which  sexual  orientation-based  bullying  relates  to  self-
reported  feelings  of  loneliness  and  sleeping  difficulty  among  Brazilian  middle  school  students.
Method:  This  is  a  cross-sectional  study  using  data  from  the  2015  PeNSE  (Pesquisa  Nacional  de
Saúde do  Escolar),  a  survey  designed  to  monitor  the  health  of  children  and  adolescents  enrolled
in the  ninth  grade  in  public  and  private  Brazilian  schools.  Multiple  linear  regressions  stratified
by sex  were  used  on  a  sample  of  101,646  students,  considering  as  reference  students  who  had
not experienced  bullying,  as  well  as  students  who  had  experienced  other  causes  of  bullying;  a
significance  level  of  p  <  0.05  was  accepted.
Results:  When  the  reference  group  was  composed  of  students  who  had  not  experienced  bully-
ing, the  associations  between  sexual  orientation-based  bullying  and  feelings  of  loneliness  and
between sexual  orientation-based  bullying  and  sleeping  difficulty  were  positive  (p  <  0.05)  for
both male  and  female  students,  with  magnitudes  about  twice  as  large  as  those  found  among

those who  reported  having  experienced  other  cause  s  of  bullying.  However,  when  the  refe-
rence group  was  composed  of  students  who  had  experienced  other  causes  of  bullying,  only  the
association  between  sexual  orientation-based  bullying  and  feelings  of  loneliness  was  positive
(p <  0.05)  for  both  male  and  female  students.

� Study linked to the Instituto Nacional de Câncer José Alencar Gomes da Silva, Rio de Janeiro, RJ, Brazil.
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Conclusion:  This  study  highlights  that  sexual  orientation-based  bullying  is  a  predictor  of  feelings
of loneliness.
© 2020  Sociedade  Brasileira  de  Pediatria.  Published  by  Elsevier  Editora  Ltda.  This  is  an  open
access article  under  the  CC  BY-NC-ND  license  (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/
4.0/).
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ullying  between  students  is  found  in  most  schools,
egardless  of  students’  social,  cultural,  and  economic  char-
cteristics.  Research  conducted  among  schoolchildren  in
ore  than  40  countries  has  showed  that  reports  of  suffer-

ng  bullying  in  the  past  two  months  vary  across  countries,
ith  estimates  ranging  from  8.6%  to  45.2%  among  boys,  and

rom  4.8%  to  35.8%  among  girls.1 In  Brazil,  in  particular,  the
eport  of  suffering  bullying  in  the  past  30  days  by  students
f  the  9th  year  of  school  increased  from  5.4%  in  2009,  to
.2%  in  2012,  reaching  7.4%  in  2015,  the  year  in  which  the
revalences  were  similar  between  both  sexes.2

Although  there  are  no  sexual  orientation-based  bullying
stimates  for  Brazilian  students,  the  prevalence  of  sexual
rientation-based  bullying  in  schools  appears  to  be  high  in
ther  countries.  In  the  United  States  45%  of  gay  men  and
0%  of  lesbians  have  experienced  physical  and  verbal  abuse
rom  other  students  due  to  their  sexual  orientation,  and
8%  of  those  harassed  eventually  drop  out  of  the  educa-
ional  system.3 In  the  United  Kingdom,  a  study  showed  that
5%  of  lesbian,  gay,  bisexual,  or  transgender  students  have
een  victims  of  direct  orientation-based  sexual  bullying  and
hat  over  95%  have  been  exposed  to  homophobic  verbal
ggression.4 In  Portugal,  a  study  showed  that  42%  of  stu-
ents  said  they  had  already  been  bullied,  insulted,  or  beaten
t  school  for  being  homosexual  or  bisexual,  or  for  someone
ho  believed  they  were  homosexual  or  bisexual.  In  addition,

he  majority  of  students  (67%)  reported  seeing  other  people
s  victims  of  sexual  orientation-based  bullying,  with  40%  of
he  victims  being  students  who  were  or  could  be  viewed  as
omosexual  or  bisexual.  The  most  common  place  where  stu-
ents  said  these  situations  occurred  was  within  the  school
28%).5

Thus,  the  classroom  has  been  described  as  ‘‘the  most
omophobic  of  all  social  institutions.’’6 Besides  the  already
tressful  developmental  challenges  that  sexual  minority
outh  (SMY)  face  in  society  in  general,  sexual  orientation-
ased  teasing  and  bullying  is  the  form  through  which
ictimization  most  frequently  occurs  for  SMY  in  school  set-
ings,  placing  these  individuals  at  risk  for  greater  suicidal
deation,  depression,  and  isolation.7---9

Previous  research  has  consistently  documented  the  dele-
erious  physical  and  psychological  consequences  of  such
ictimization  and  the  corresponding  protective  factors
gainst  these  effects  (e.g., peer  support  and  connec-
ions,  role  models,  accessible  resources,  positive  school
limate).10,11 Other  research  has  found  that  verbal  abuse
as  related  to  higher  traumatic  stress  reactions  in  gay

12
nd  lesbian  high  school  students, and  has  found  sex-
al  orientation-based  victimization  to  be  associated  with
ncreased  levels  of  anxiety,  somatic  complaints,  and  post-
raumatic  stress.13,14 The  experience  of  witnessing  the
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ictimization  of  other  SMY  students,  referred  to  as  vicar-
ous  victimization,  also  has  been  documented  as  related
o  heightened  levels  of  distress  among  gay  and  lesbian
tudents.12 Given  that,  it  is  not  surprising  that  sexual
rientation-based  bullying  is  one  of  the  strongest  predictors
f  school  disengagement  for  SMY.15

Other  studies  have  also  documented  the  significant
ate  of  sexual  orientation-based  victimization  and  general
iscrimination  against  SMY  across  other  social  environ-
ents,  including  workplace  settings,  at  home,  and  in  the

ommunity,16---18 and  there  is  meta-analytic  evidence  of
reater  victimization  rates  among  SMY  than  heterosexual
ndividuals  for  several  forms  of  violence  (e.g., weapon
ssault,  verbal  humiliation,  physical  violence,  etc.),  with
n  estimate  that  as  many  as  80%  of  non-heterosexual  indi-
iduals  experience  some  form  of  harassment  throughout
heir  lives,  especially  boys.19 Furthermore,  in  comparison  to
ullying  ‘‘caused’’  by  other  individual  traits  (i.e., physical
haracteristics),  sexual  orientation-based  bullying  appears
o  be  linked  to  a  differential  level  of  targeting,  as  sexual
rientation  and  gender  expression  are  part  of  one’s  iden-
ity;  therefore,  targeting  people  on  that  basis  can  cause  a
tronger  sense  of  alienation  and  social  exclusion  than  when
t  is  related  to  other  individual  traits.19---21

As  shown  by  a  growing  body  of  research,  bullying  that
akes  place  in  schools  is  commonly  motivated  by  bias  or
rejudice,  and  the  negative  consequences  of  such  forms  of
ullying  appear  to  be  worse  than  others.  Previous  research
ound  that  boys  who  were  bullied  in  high  school  by  being
alled  gay  had  greater  psychological  distress  and  more  nega-
ive  attitudes  about  the  school  climate  compared  with  boys
ho  were  bullied  for  other  reasons.22 Similar  results  were

eported  previously  by  a  survey  of  over  200,000  students,
hich  found  that  the  rates  of  compromised  school  grades
nd  attendance,  depression,  and  substance  use  were  higher
or  students  who  had  been  bullied  at  school  because  of
heir  race  or  ‘‘because  you  are  gay  or  lesbian  or  someone
hought  you  were’’  than  for  students  who  did  not  experience
dentity-related  victimization,  with  both  groups  also  report-
ng  higher  health  risks  than  those  who  were  not  bullied.23 It  is
orth  noting  that  it  is  not  SMY  status  that  causes  signs  of  psy-
hological  distress,  but  rather  the  victimization  experienced
rom  the  stigma,  prejudice,  and  discrimination.8

Rooted  deep  in  its  patriarchal  culture  and  machismo,24

razil  has  a  long  history  of  discrimination  and  violence
gainst  SMY.  For  many  years,  the  country  has  held  the  world
ecord  for  hate-based  SMY  murders,  with  331  recorded  in
016,  resulting  in  the  statistic  of  an  SMY  person  being  killed
oughly  every  25  h.25 Recently,  a  Brazilian  judge  approved

‘gay  conversion  therapy,’’  overturning  a  national  psychol-
gy  council  decision  from  1999  that  forbade  psychologists
rom  offering  treatments  claiming  to  ‘‘cure’’  gay  people.26

n  this  context,  the  study  of  SMY  victimization  has  risen  on
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he  agenda  as  a  priority  for  the  promotion  of  health  policies
ocusing  on  these  groups.

The  National  Survey  of  School  Health  (PeNSE  [Pesquisa
acional  de  Saúde  do  Escolar])  is  an  ongoing  school-
ased  survey  conducted  by  the  Brazilian  Ministry  of  Health,
ogether  with  the  Brazilian  Institute  of  Geography  and
tatistics,  designed  to  monitor  the  health  of  children  and
dolescents  enrolled  in  the  ninth  grade  in  public  and  pri-
ate  schools.27 In  its  2015  edition,  three  variables  related  to
ental  health  were  collected:  feelings  of  loneliness,  sleep-

ng  difficulty,  and  having  close  friends,27 which  were  used
y  the  present  study  in  order  to  understand  whether  sexual
rientation-based  bullying  has  a  significant  impact  on  the
ental  health  and  well-being  of  students,  especially  SMY

tudents.
The  hypothesis  was  that  victimization  by  sexual

rientation-based  bullying  is  associated  with  reporting
igher  levels  of  feelings  of  loneliness  and  sleeping  difficul-
ies  among  Brazilian  middle  school  students.  Furthermore,
his  study  aimed  to  investigate  the  extent  to  which  sexual
rientation-based  bullying,  alone  and  in  comparison  to  bul-
ying  by  other  causes,  relates  to  self-reported  feelings  of
oneliness  and  sleeping  difficulty  among  male  and  female
iddle  school  students  in  Brazil.

ethods

his  is  a  cross-sectional  study  using  data  from  the  2015
eNSE.  The  2013  School  Census  was  the  reference  population
or  the  sampling  design,  and  schools  reporting  ninth-grade
lasses  administered  during  daytime  hours  were  included  in
he  list;  nighttime  programs  were  excluded.  The  sample  was
esigned  to  be  representative  of  the  Brazilian  population  of
tudents  in  the  26  state  capitals  and  the  Federal  District,
he  26  federative  states,  and  the  five  geographic  regions
North,  Northeast,  Central-West,  Southeast,  and  South)  in
ddition  to  the  country  as  a  whole.  A  probabilistic  sampling
rocess  was  used,  and  schools  (primary  sampling  units)  and
he  schools’  classes  (secondary  sampling  units)  formed  the
ampling  plan.  In  the  case  of  noncapital  cities,  the  primary
ampling  units  were  groups  of  cities,  and  the  secondary  sam-
ling  units  were  schools,  while  classrooms  were  the  tertiary
ampling  units.27

The  final  sample  included  101,646  students,  84.6%  of
hose  considered  eligible  for  the  study.  A  total  of  88.6%
f  students  in  the  sample  were  between  13  and  15  years
ld;  48.7%  were  male,  and  51.3%  were  female;  14.5%  stu-
ents  were  from  private  schools,  and  85.5%  were  from  public
chools.27

Data  were  collected  using  electronic  devices  (similar
o  smartphones)  containing  the  self-applied  questionnaires.
he  procedure  for  data  collection  was  implemented  by
reviously  trained  agents  from  the  Brazilian  Institute  of
eography  and  Statistics  in  the  schools  during  classes  from
pril  to  September  2015.  Further  details  concerning  the
ethods  of  the  2015  PeNSE  can  be  found  in  the  survey’s
ocumentation.27
The  bullying  variable  was  assessed  using  the  question,
‘In  the  last  30  days,  how  often  did  some  of  your  school-
ates  belittle,  mock,  scorn,  or  intimidate  you  to  the
oint  that  you  felt  hurt,  bothered,  annoyed,  offended,
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r  humiliated?’’  The  answers  were  categorized  as  no  (for
hose  who  answered  ‘‘never’’)  and  yes  (for  those  who
nswered  ‘‘rarely,’’  ‘‘sometimes,’’  ‘‘most  of  the  time,’’  or
‘always’’).  Occurrence  of  sexual  orientation-based  bully-
ng  was  defined  in  response  to  the  question,  ‘‘In  the  last
0  days,  what  was  the  reason/cause  your  schoolmates  have
elittled,  mocked,  scorned,  or  intimidated  you?’’  for  all  par-
icipants  who  selected  the  option  ‘‘my  sexual  orientation’’
s  the  main  cause  for  being  bullied.  Other  answers  to  this
ame  question  were  categorized  as  ‘‘other  causes  of  bully-
ng’’  (for  participants  who  answered  ‘‘my  race  or  color,’’
‘my  religion,’’  ‘‘my  facial  appearance,’’  ‘‘my  body,’’  ‘‘my
egion  of  origin,’’  or  ‘‘other  reasons/causes’’).

The  analysis  was  performed  through  the  computation  of
he  prevalence  of  the  experience  of  bullying  (none,  sexual
rientation-based,  and  other  causes)  and  their  respec-
ive  95%  confidence  intervals  (95%  CI)  according  to  the
elected  variables:  geographic  region  (North,  Northeast,
entral-West,  Southeast,  or  South),  state  capital  (yes  or  no),
nti-bullying  policies  present  in  the  school  (yes  or  no),  sex
male  or  female),  age  (in  years),  self-reported  color/race
white,  black,  yellow  [Asian],  brown  [mixed],  or  indige-
ous),  socioeconomic  status  (in  quartiles),  having  close
riends  (none,  one,  two  or  three,  or  more),  whether  par-
nts  understood  their  problems  and  concerns  (never,  rarely,
ometimes,  most  of  the  time,  or  always),  self-reported
eelings  of  loneliness  (never,  rarely,  sometimes,  most  of
he  time,  or  always),  and  self-reported  sleeping  difficulty
never,  rarely,  sometimes,  most  of  the  time,  or  always).

To  investigate  whether  sexual  orientation-based  bullying
ould  predict  self-reported  feelings  of  loneliness  (assessed
y  the  question,  ‘‘In  the  last  12  months,  how  often  have  you
elt  alone?’’)  and  self-reported  sleeping  difficulty  (assessed
y  the  question,  ‘‘In  the  last  12  months,  how  often  did
ou  not  sleep  at  night  because  something  made  you  very
orried?’’),  whose  response  options  are  presented  in  the
revious  paragraph,  multiple  linear  regressions  were  used,
onsidering  as  reference  students  who  had  not  experienced
ullying  as  well  as  students  who  had  experienced  other
auses  of  bullying.  These  regression  analyses  were  strati-
ed  by  sex,  in  order  to  understand  whether  the  experiences
f  sexual  minority  boys  were  different  than  the  experiences
f  sexual  minority  girls,  and  adjusted  by  geographic  region,
tate  capital,  anti-bullying  policies,  age,  color/race,  socioe-
onomic  status,  close  friends,  and  parents  understanding
heir  problems  and  concerns;  a  significance  level  of  p  <  0.05
as  accepted.  All  estimates  were  calculated  considering

he  sampling  design  using  the  svyset  family  of  commands
n  Stata,  v.  12.1.

The  2015  PeNSE  was  approved  by  the  National  Commis-
ion  for  Research  Ethics  of  the  National  Health  Council,
hich  regulates  and  approves  health  research  involving
uman  beings  in  Brazil.

esults

able  1  shows  that  0.8%  (95%  CI:  0.7---0.9)  of  the  students  in

he  sample  (n  =  101,646)  reported  having  experienced  sexual
rientation-based  bullying  by  schoolmates.  The  prevalence
as  higher  among  male  students  (1.1%;  95%  CI:  1.0---1.2),

tudents  aged  11  years  old  (10.7%;  95%  CI:  0.9---22.3),  those

5
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Table  1  Prevalence  and  respective  95%  confidence  interval  (95%  CI)  of  the  experience  of  bullying  among  Brazilian  middle  school
students, according  to  selected  variables  (n  =  101,646).

Variables  Bullying

None  (95%  CI)  Sexual  orientation-based  (95%  CI)  Other  causes  (95%  CI)

Total 56.2  (55.9---56.5) 0.8  (0.7---0.9) 42.9  (42.6---43.2)

Geographic region
North  56.9  (56.3---57.6) 0.8  (0.7---1.0) 42.1  (41.4---42.7)
Northeast 57.6  (57.1---58.1)  0.7  (0.6---0.8)  41.6  (51.0---42.1)
Central-West  54.6  (53.7---55.4)  0.8  (0.7---1.0)  44.5  (43.7---45.3)
Southeast 53.9  (53.2---54.7)  0.9  (0.8---1.1)  45.0  (44.3---45.7)
South 55.5  (54.6---56.5)  0.7  (0.5---0.9)  43.6  (42.6---44.6)

State capital
Yes  56.9  (56.5---57.3)  0.8  (0.7---0.9)  42.1  (41.7---42.5)
No 55.4  (55.0---55.9)  0.8  (0.7---0.9)  43.6  (43.2---44.1)

Anti-bullying  policies  present  in  the  school
Yes  55.9  (55.6---56.3)  0.8  (0.7---0.9)  43.1  (42.8---43.4)
No 58.0  (57.0---58.9)  0.7  (0.5---0.8)  41.2  (40.3---42.1)

Sex
Male 55.5  (55.1---56.0)  1.1  (1.0---1.2)  43.2  (42.8---43.6)
Female 56.8  (56.3---57.2)  0.6  (0.5---0.7)  42.6  (42.2---43.0)

Age (in  years)
11  57.1  (38.4---75.8)  10.7  (0.9---22.3)  32.1  (14.5---49.7)
12 52.4  (48.1---56.8) 0.3  (0.1---0.9)  47.1  (42.7---51.4)
13 53.4  (52.6---54.1)  0.6  (0.4---0.7)  45.9  (45.2---46.7)
14 55.1  (54.6---55.5) 0.7  (0.6---0.8)  44.1  (43.6---44.5)
15 58.3  (57.7---59.0)  0.9  (0.8---1.1)  40.6  (39.9---41.2)
16 60.6  (59.5---61.7) 1.2  (1.0---1.5)  38.0  (36.9---39.1)
17 61.4  (59.7---63.2)  1.4  (1.0---1.8)  37.0  (35.3---38.7)
18 63.3  (60.1---66.6) 1.2  (0.5---2.0)  35.3  (32.1---38.5)
19 61.4  (57.4---65.4) 1.2  (0.3---2.1) 37.3  (33.3---41.3)

Color/race
White 56.2  (55.7---56.8)  0.8  (0.7---0.9)  42.8  (42.3---43.3)
Black 56.7  (55.8---57.5)  0.8  (0.5---0.9)  42.4  (41.5---43.2)
Yellow 53.2  (51.8---54.7)  0.9  (0.6---1.2)  45.7  (44.2---47.1)
Brown 56.4  (56.0---56.9)  0.8  (0.7---0.9)  42.7  (42.2---43.1)
Indigenous 54.0  (52.4---55.6)  0.8  (0.5---1.1)  45.0  (43.4---46.6)

Socioeconomic  status  (in  quartiles)
First  56.7  (56.0---57.4)  0.9  (0.7---1.0)  42.3  (41.6---43.0)
Second 55.5  (54.9---56.2)  0.9  (0.7---1.0)  43.5  (42.8---44.1)
Third 55.3  (54.5---56.1)  0.8  (0.7---0.9)  43.8  (43.0---44.5)
Fourth 55.6  (54.8---56.3)  0.9  (0.8---1.1)  43.4  (42.7---44.1)

Close friends
None  51.9  (50.3---53.4)  1.3  (0.9---1.6)  46.7  (45.2---48.2)
1 49.0  (47.8---50.3)  1.3  (1.0---1.5)  49.6  (48.3---50.8)
2 50.3  (49.5---51.2)  1.2  (1.0---1.3)  48.4  (47.5---49.2)
3 or  more  57.8  (57.5---58.1)  0.7  (0.6---0.8)  41.4  (41.0---41.7)

Parents understood  their  problems  and  concerns
Never  53.4  (52.6---54.1)  1.4  (1.3---1.6)  45.0  (44.3---45.8)
Rarely 50.3  (49.6---51.1)  0.9  (0.7---1.0)  48.6  (47.9---49.4)
Sometimes  53.2  (52.6---53.9)  0.8  (0.7---0.9)  45.8  (45.1---46.4)
Most of  the  time  56.6  (55.8---57.4)  0.6  (0.4---0.7)  42.7  (41.9---43.5)
Always 63.1  (62.5---63.7)  0.5  (0.4---0.6)  36.3  (35.7---36.9)
23
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Table  1  (Continued)

Variables  Bullying

None  (95%  CI)  Sexual  orientation-based  (95%  CI)  Other  causes  (95%  CI)

Feelings  of  loneliness
Never  68.9  (68.4---69.4) 0.4  (0.3---0.5) 30.6  (30.1---31.1)
Rarely 54.4  (53.8---55.1)  0.6  (0.4---0.7)  44.9  (44.2---45.5)
Sometimes  51.1  (50.5---51.7)  0.9  (0.8---1.1)  47.8  (47.2---48.4)
Most of  the  time  42.0  (41.1---43.0)  1.4  (1.1---1.6)  56.4  (55.5---57.4)
Always 37.9  (36.7---39.0)  2.6  (2.2---3.0)  59.4  (58.2---60.6)

Sleeping difficulty
Never  67.9  (67.4---68.4)  0.4  (0.3---0.5)  31.6  (31.1---32.1)
Rarely 52.5  (51.9---53.0)  0.7  (0.6---0.8)  46.7  (46.1---47.2)
Sometimes  50.1  (49.5---50.7)  1.0  (0.9---1.1)  48.7  (48.1---49.4)
Most of  the  time  42.7  (41.6---43.7)  1.8  (1.5---2.1)  55.4  (54.3---56.4)

.3  (1.8---2.8)  56.3  (54.6---58.0)
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Table  2  Prevalence  and  respective  95%  confidence  interval
(95% CI)  of  the  experience  of  sexual  orientation-based  bul-
lying  among  Brazilian  middle  school  students  who  reported
having  been  bullied,  according  to  the  respective  selected
variables  (n  =  44,495).

Variables  Sexual  orientation-based
bullying  (95%  CI)

Total 1.9  (1.8---2.0)

Geographic  region
North  2.0  (1.8---2.3)
Northeast  1.8  (1.6---2.0)
Central-West  1.8  (1.5---2.2)
Southeast  2.1  (1.8---2.4)
South  1.7  (1.3---2.1)

State capital
Yes  2.0  (1.8---2.2)
No 1.8  (1.6---2.0)

Anti-bullying  policies  present  in  the  school
Yes  1.9  (1.8---2.0)
No 1.7  (1.3---2.1)

Sex
Male 2.6  (2.3---2.8)
Female  1.3  (1.1---1.4)

Age (in  years)
11 0.2  (0.1---0.5)
12 0.8  (0.1---1.9)
13 1.2  (1.0---1.5)
14 1.6  (1.5---1.8)
15 2.3  (2.0---2.6)
16 3.2  (2.5---3.8)
17 3.7  (2.6---4.8)
18 3.5  (1.4---5.5)
19 3.1  (0.8---5.5)

Color/race
Always 41.2  (39.5---43.0)  2

ho  always  reported  feelings  of  loneliness  (2.6%;  95%  CI:
.2---3.0),  and  those  who  always  reported  sleeping  difficulty
2.3%;  95%  CI:  1.8---2.8).  The  prevalence  was  lower  among
tudents  who  reported  having  three  or  more  close  friends
0.7%;  95%  CI:  0.6---0.8)  and  those  who  reported  that  their
arents  always  understood  their  problems  and  concerns
0.5%;  95%  CI:  0.4---0.6).

Among  those  who  reported  having  been  bullied
n  =  44,495),  1.9%  (95%  CI:  1.8---2.0)  reported  that  it  was
ecause  of  their  sexual  orientation.  The  prevalence  was
igher  among  male  students  (2.6%;  95%  CI:  2.3---2.8),  stu-
ents  aged  17  years  old  (3.7%;  95%  CI:  2.6---4.8),  those
ho  always  reported  feelings  of  loneliness  (4.3%;  95%  CI:
.6---4.9),  and  those  who  always  reported  sleeping  difficulty
4.0%;  95%  CI:  3.1---4.9).  The  prevalence  was  lower  among
tudents  who  reported  having  three  or  more  close  friends
1.7%;  95%  CI:  1.5---1.8)  and  those  who  reported  that  their
arents  always  understood  their  problems  and  concerns
1.3%;  95%  CI:  1.1---1.6)  (Table  2).

In  the  adjusted  multiple  linear  regressions,  when  the
eference  group  was  composed  of  students  who  had  not
xperienced  bullying,  the  associations  between  sexual
rientation-based  bullying  and  feelings  of  loneliness  and
etween  sexual  orientation-based  bullying  and  sleeping  dif-
culty  were  positive  for  both  male  and  female  students,
ith  magnitudes  about  twice  as  large  as  those  found  among

hose  who  reported  having  experienced  other  causes  of
ullying  (Tables  3  and  4).  However,  when  the  reference
roup  was  composed  of  students  who  had  experienced  other
auses  of  bullying,  only  the  association  between  sexual
rientation-based  bullying  and  feelings  of  loneliness  was
ositive  for  both  male  and  female  students  (Table  3),  since
he  association  between  sexual  orientation-based  bullying
nd  sleeping  difficulty  did  not  show  statistical  significance
Table  4).

iscussion
he  results  show  that  sexual  orientation-based  bullying  is  a
redictor  of  signs  of  psychological  distress,  as  observed  in
revious  longitudinal  studies.8,11 Moreover,  in  comparison  to

White  1.9  (1.7---2.1)
Black  1.9  (1.5---2.2)
Yellow  2.0  (1.4---2.6)
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Table  2  (Continued)

Variables  Sexual  orientation-based
bullying  (95%  CI)

Brown  1.9  (1.7---2.0)
Indigenous  1.8  (1.2---2.5)

Socioeconomic  status  (in  quartiles)
First  2.1  (1.8---2.4)
Second  2.0  (1.7---2.3)
Third  1.8  (1.5---2.2)
Fourth  2.1  (1.8---2.4)

Close  friends
None  2.7  (2.0---3.5)
1 2.5  (2.0---3.1)
2 2.4  (2.0---2.8)
3 or  more  1.7  (1.5---1.8)

Parents  understood  their  problems  and  concerns
Never  3.2  (2.8---3.5)
Rarely  1.9  (1.6---2.1)
Sometimes  1.8  (1.5---2.0)
Most of  the  time  1.4  (1.1---1.6)
Always  1.3  (1.1---1.6)

Feelings  of  loneliness
Never  1.2  (1.0---1.4)
Rarely  1.3  (1.0---1.5)
Sometimes  2.0  (1.7---2.20
Most of  the  time 2.4  (2.0---2.8)
Always  4.3  (3.6---4.9)

Sleeping  difficulty
Never  1.3  (1.0---1.5)
Rarely  1.5  (1.3---1.7)
Sometimes  2.0  (1.8---2.3)
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5.
Most of  the  time  3.2  (2.7---3.7)
Always  4.0  (3.1---4.9)

tudents  who  did  not  report  being  bullied  at  all,  the  associa-
ions  between  sexual  orientation-based  bullying  and  feelings
f  loneliness  and  between  sexual  orientation-based  bully-
ng  and  sleeping  difficulty  were  twice  as  large  as  what  was
ound  for  those  who  were  bullied  for  other  reasons.  These
ndings  are  aligned  with  other  studies20,21 showing  that  sex-
al  orientation-based  bullying  is  related  to  a  deeper  form
f  psychological  risk  and  that  it  can  affect  those  who  are
argeted  in  a  differential  manner.

The  major  part  of  the  investigated  associations  only
ecame  significant  when  confounding  variables  were  added
o  the  multiple  linear  regressions  models  (Tables  3  and  4)
ecause  a  portion  of  the  sexual  orientation-based  bullying
ffect  results  in  the  presence  of  these  confounding  factors.
lthough  sexual  orientation-based  bullying  is  this  study’s
ain  exposure  of  interest,  the  authors  cannot  affirm  that

t  is  the  only  factor  associated  with  feelings  of  loneliness
nd  sleeping  difficulty,  nor  that  it  has  an  effect  indepen-
ent  of  other  social  determinants  (such  as  age,  color/race,
ocioeconomic  status,  parental  support,  anti-bullying  school

olicies),  which,  in  turn,  proved  to  be  important  con-
ounders  of  the  investigated  associations.

Previous  research  has  already  pointed  to  sexual
rientation-based  bullying  as  being  the  most  serious  bullying

Ta
bl

e  

3  

ba
se

d  

bu

Bu
ll

yi
ng

a

Se
xu

al

 

O
th

er

 

c

Bu
ll

yi
ng

b

Se
xu

al

 

a
Re

fe
re

b
Re

fe
re

c
M

od
el

 

d
M

od
el

 

e
M

od
el

 

f
p 

< 

0.
0

238



Jornal  de  Pediatria  97

Ta
bl

e 

4 

Re
gr

es
si

on

 

co
ef

fic
ie

nt
s 

(ˇ
) a

nd

 

st
an

da
rd

 

er
ro

rs

 

(S
E)

 

es
ti

m
at

ed

 

fr
om

 

m
ul

ti
pl

e 

lin
ea

r r
eg

re
ss

io
ns

 

fo
r t

he

 

un
ad

ju
st

ed

 

an
d 

ad
ju

st
ed

 

as
so

ci
at

io
ns

 

be
tw

ee
n 

se
xu

al

 

or
ie

nt
at

io
n-

ba
se

d  

bu
lly

in
g 

an
d 

ot
he

r 

ca
us

es

 

of

 

bu
lly

in
g 

an
d 

sl
ee

pi
ng

 

di
ffi

cu
lt

y 

am
on

g 

Br
az

ili
an

 

m
id

dl
e 

sc
ho

ol

 

st
ud

en
ts

, 

ac
co

rd
in

g 

to

 

se
x.

M
al

e  

Fe
m

al
e

U
na

dj
us

te
d

ˇ

 

(S
E)

M
od

el

 

1c

ˇ

 

(S
E)

M
od

el

 

2d

ˇ

 

(S
E)

M
od

el

 

3e

ˇ

 

(S
E)

U
na

dj
us

te
d

ˇ

 

(S
E)

M
od

el

 

1c

ˇ

 

(S
E)

M
od

el

 

2d

ˇ

 

(S
E)

M
od

el

 

3e

ˇ

 

(S
E)

Bu
ll

yi
ng

a

Se
xu

al

 

or
ie

nt
at

io
n-

ba
se

d 

−0
.1

5 

(0
.3

3)

 

0.
13

 

(0
.3

1)

 

0.
60

 

(0
.1

7)
f

0.
61

 

(0
.1

7)
f

0.
50

 

(0
.2

9)

 

0.
56

 

(0
.2

9)

 

0.
60

 

(0
.1

9)
f

0.
60

 

(0
.1

9)
f

O
th

er

 

ca
us

es

 

−0
.4

5 

(0
.0

7)
f

−0
.1

0 

(0
.0

7)

 

0.
32

 

(0
.0

3)
f

0.
32

 

(0
.0

3)
f

0.
12

 

(0
.0

4)
f

0.
20

 

(0
.0

4)
f

0.
31

 

(0
.0

3)
f

0.
30

 

(0
.0

3)
f

Bu
ll

yi
ng

b

Se
xu

al

 

or
ie

nt
at

io
n-

ba
se

d
0.

29

 

(0
.1

8)
0.

26

 

(0
.2

0)
0.

27

 

(0
.1

7)
0.

27

 

(0
.1

7)
0.

38

 

(0
.1

8)
f

0.
37

 

(0
.1

9)
0.

29

 

(0
.1

7)
0.

30

 

(0
.1

7)

a
Re

fe
re

nc
e 

gr
ou

p 

in

 

bu
lly

in
g 

va
ri

ab
le

: 

st
ud

en
ts

 

w
ho

 

ha
ve

 

no
t 

ex
pe

ri
en

ce
d 

bu
lly

in
g.

b
Re

fe
re

nc
e 

gr
ou

p 

in

 

bu
lly

in
g 

va
ri

ab
le

: 

st
ud

en
ts

 

w
ho

 

ha
ve

 

ex
pe

ri
en

ce
d 

ot
he

r 

ca
us

es

 

of

 

bu
lly

in
g.

c
M

od
el

 

1:

 

ad
ju

st
ed

 

by

 

ag
e,

 

co
lo

r/
ra

ce
, 

an
d 

so
ci

oe
co

no
m

ic

 

st
at

us
.

d
M

od
el

 

2:

 

ad
ju

st
ed

 

by

 

ag
e,

 

co
lo

r/
ra

ce
, 

so
ci

oe
co

no
m

ic

 

st
at

us
, 

cl
os

e 

fr
ie

nd
s,

 

an
d 

un
de

rs
ta

nd
in

g 

of

 

pa
re

nt
s.

e
M

od
el

 

3:

 

ad
ju

st
ed

 

by

 

ag
e,

 

co
lo

r/
ra

ce
, 

so
ci

oe
co

no
m

ic

 

st
at

us
, 

cl
os

e 

fr
ie

nd
s,

 

un
de

rs
ta

nd
in

g 

of

 

pa
re

nt
s,

 

ge
og

ra
ph

ic

 

re
gi

on
, 

st
at

e 
ca

pi
ta

l,

 

an
d 

an
ti

-b
ul

ly
in

g 

po
lic

ie
s.

f
p 

< 

0.
05

.

p
b
i
t
t
c
m
t
a
h
t

e
s
a
i

l
o
l
b
t
p
b
e
o

s
i
c
h
c
o
s
h
i
o
t
l
b

f
b
i
w
a
r
L
a
b
l
o
t
f
i

b
t
o
m
a
a

23
 (2021)  233---241

ractice  in  school  because  it  is  usually  more  discredited  than
ullying  from  other  causes.28 Regardless  of  the  student’s  role
n  the  occurrence  of  bullying  (aggressor,  victim,  or  specta-
or/witness),  he  or  she  is  part  of  a  circle  of  social  relations
hat  contributes  to  the  continuation  of  this  practice.29 Socio-
ultural  influences  can  induce  the  actions  of  students  by
aking  them  proclaim  certain  attitudes  according  to  how

hey  were  taught  to  act,  hegemonically  reflecting  socially
nd  culturally  constructed  patterns  that  trigger  persecution,
umiliation,  physical/verbal  attacks,  insults,  and  slander  to
hose  who  are  seen  as  different.30

Therefore,  initiatives  related  to  the  promotion  of  tol-
rance  of  sexual  diversity  must  be  developed  in  Brazilian
chools  to  deconstruct  stereotypes  that  support  prejudice
gainst  those  who  do  not  conform  to  socially  and  culturally
mposed  heteronormativity  patterns.

In  comparison  to  students  who  reported  being  bul-
ied  by  other  causes,  only  the  association  between  sexual
rientation-based  bullying  and  self-reported  feelings  of
oneliness  was  statistically  significant.  Sexual  orientation-
ased  bullying  appears  to  be  linked  to  a  differential  level  of
argeting,  as  sexual  orientation  and  gender  expression  are
art  of  one’s  identity;  therefore,  targeting  people  on  that
asis  can  cause  a sense  of  alienation  and  profound  social
xclusion,19---21 which  can  lead  them  to  experience  a  feeling
f  loneliness.

In  the  present  sample  of  Brazilian  middle  school
tudents,  prevalence  of  sexual  orientation-based  bully-
ng  was  relatively  low  compared  to  findings  from  other
ountries,3---5,19,31,32 probably  because  those  who  reported
aving  experienced  bullying  by  their  schoolmates  needed  to
hoose  only  one  option  that  best  described  the  reason/cause
f  bullying.  Therefore,  it  is  possible  that  the  prevalence  of
exual  orientation-based  bullying  would  have  been  slightly
igher  and  similar  to  that  found  in  other  countries,  if  Brazil-
an  middle  school  students  could  have  chosen  more  than
ne  option  of  reason/cause  of  bullying,  since  that  some  of
hose  who  reported  having  experienced  other  causes  of  bul-
ying  could  have  also  experienced  sexual  orientation-based
ullying.

Overall  prevalence  of  other  causes  of  bullying  was  similar
or  both  sexes,  but,  among  the  students  who  reported  being
ullied,  boys  experienced  sexual  orientation-based  victim-
zation  twice  as  much  as  girls,  a  finding  that  is  consistent
ith  previous  research.22 This  sex  difference  is  of  interest
s  it  could  reflect,  to  an  extent,  the  different  social  expe-
iences  of  SMY  boys  and  girls  who  are  targeted  at  school.
iterature  has  pointed  out  that,  because  gay  boys  usually
dopt  ‘‘female-like’’  characteristics,  they  tend  to  be  more
ullied  than  gay  girls,  who  exhibit  behavioral  traits  that  are
ess  divergent  from  their  biological  sex.33 Thus,  valorization
f  masculinity,  devaluation  of  women,  and  antifeminine  sen-
iment  are  the  fundamental  elements  of  homophobia,33 and,
or  these  reasons,  when  manifested  in  the  form  of  bullying,
t  affects  boys  more  than  girls.

A  meta-analysis  that  investigated  the  association
etween  internalized  homonegativity  and  body  dissatisfac-
ion  in  sexual  minority  men  indicated  that  the  expectation

f  being  discriminated  against  for  belonging  to  a  sexual
inority  group  enhances  the  distress  of  not  conforming  to

 masculine-body  ideal.  Consequently,  gay  men  may  worry
bout  being  ‘‘masculine’’  and  experience  pressure  to  con-
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orm  to  the  masculine-body  ideal.  Thus,  they  may  desire  a
owerful  physique  as  a  form  of  defense  against  the  expe-
ience  of  discrimination.34 An  study  have  shown  that  abuse
nd  maltreatment  such  as  bullying  are  correlated  with  con-
ern  about  muscle  size35 that  is  seen  as  an  emblem  of
eterosexuality.34 It  is  worth  mentioning  that  other  study
howed  that  conformity  and  nonconformity  to  gender  norms
s  associated  with  increased  levels  of  school-based  bullying
nd  violence.36

Attention  is  drawn  to  the  fact  that  the  more  parents
nderstand  the  problems  and  concerns  of  their  children  and
he  more  close  friends  they  have,  the  lower  the  preva-
ence  of  sexual  orientation-based  bullying  is  (Table  2),
ndicating  that,  regardless  of  sex,  when  the  reference
roup  was  composed  of  students  who  have  experienced
ther  causes  of  bullying,  social  and  parental  support
ppeared  as  protective  factors  for  feelings  of  loneliness
three  or  more  close  friends:  ˇ  =  −0.52,  p  <  0.001;  parents
lways  understood  their  problems  and  concerns:  ˇ  =  −1.03,

 <  0.001)  and  for  sleeping  difficulty  (three  or  more  close
riends:  ˇ  =  −0.26,  p  =  0.002;  parents  always  understood
heir  problems  and  concerns:  ˇ  =  −0.52,  p  <  0.001)  arising
rom  sexual  orientation-based  bullying.  Previous  research
as  already  demonstrated  that  the  existence  of  social  and
arental  support  could  moderate  the  consequences  of  sexual
rientation-based  bullying.5

Some  limitations  deserve  attention.  First,  the  cross-
ectional  nature  of  the  survey  does  not  allow  causality  to
e  determined  among  the  associations  observed.  Second,
he  self-report  questionnaire  used  to  assess  bullying  behav-
ors  has  not  yet  been  subjected  to  psychometric  validation
n  Brazil,  and  there  is  published  evidence  of  inconsisten-
ies  among  the  items  related  to  self-reports  of  risk  behavior
alcohol  use,  tobacco  use,  drug  use,  and  sexual  activity)
n  past  editions  of  the  PeNSE  survey.37 That,  in  principle,
oes  not  directly  influence  these  results,  since  inconsis-
encies  were  only  found  on  risk-related  items.  However,
elf-reported  data  has  several  limitations  for  use,  espe-
ially  reports  from  young  children  and  adolescents  regarding
ensitive  subjects,  such  as  bullying,  in  a  school  environ-
ent.  As  pointed  out  by  other  studies  on  the  topic  of

elf-reported  data,38,39 information  bias  and  social  desirabil-
ty  effects  could  be  affecting  the  validity  of  the  students’
esponses,  causing  both  under-  or  overestimation  of  their
ullying  experiences.  Third,  the  exposure  variable  refers  to
he  30  days  prior  to  the  application  of  the  questionnaire,
nd  the  outcome  variable  refers  to  the  previous  12  months;
his  temporality  may  limit  the  interpretation  of  the  results.
t  is  known  that  effects  of  sexual  orientation-based  bully-
ng  are  not  temporary11 and  that  it  is  characterized  by  the
epetitive  actions  of  abuse40 that,  probably,  would  repeat
or  well  over  30  days.

Lastly,  the  analyses  did  not  consider  the  actual  sexual
rientation  of  the  students,  since  this  information  was  not
ollected  in  the  2015  PeNSE.  Thus,  the  results  should  not  be
nterpreted  for  SMY  students  only,  since  sexual  orientation-
ased  bullying  has  also  been  considered  as  experienced
mong  heterosexual  youth.11,22 Conversely,  some  strengths

f  the  present  study  include  the  consistency  between  some
f  its  findings  and  the  international  literature,  and  the  rep-
esentativeness  of  the  sample  of  the  population  of  students
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nrolled  in  the  ninth  grade  in  public  and  private  schools  in
razil.

Notwithstanding  its  limitations,  this  study  highlights  that,
ven  when  controlling  for  the  potential  protective  effects
f  parental  support,  close  friends,  and  anti-bullying  school
olicies,  sexual  orientation-based  bullying  is  a  predictor
f  feelings  of  loneliness.  This  is  an  important  point  that
hould  be  considered  in  the  debates  on  promoting  tolerance
f  sexual  diversity  at  the  Brazilian  schools  to  protect  stu-
ents  from  sexual  orientation-based  bullying.  This  research
ntends  to  contribute  to  policy  initiatives  that  reduce  sexual
rientation-based  bullying  at  school,  because  reducing  this
ictimization  can  have  a  particularly  significant  impact  on
he  health  and  well-being  of  SMY.
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