Examining the Role of Peer Relationships in the
Lives of Gay and Bisexual Adolescents
Stuart L. Roe
School social workers can serve as valuable supporters of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) youths in the public school system by providing services aimed to improve
school climates for all students. This article describes a qualitative study that examined gay
and bisexual adolescent experiences with peer support using a phenomenological inquiry
approach. Five themes related to peer support emerged from the data: (1) peers are an important source of support for LGBT youths in word and deed; (2) LGBT youths fear judgment
from non-LGBT peers; (3) not all peers are supportive; (4) gay–straight alliances serve as a
form of peer support even when students do not attend; and (5) LGBT adolescents seek support online. Several implications aimed at improving the school climate for all students as well
as study strengths and limitations are discussed. Speciﬁc recommendations include offering
interventions aimed at improving affective empathy among the student body, offering traditional support groups for LGBT youths, recruiting and training peer allies, and connecting
LGBT youths to adult role models.
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A

dolescent identity development models
describe the important role that peer relationships play in the lives of adolescents
(Marcia, 1966), including those who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT). In fact,
peer relationships are perhaps most important during adolescence (Berscheid, 2003) as the quality,
intimacy and frequency of peer interactions increase
during this developmental period (Berndt, 1999).
Moreover, Eccles, Sayegh, Fortenberry, and Zimet
(2004) found that gay adolescents view themselves
as similar to their heterosexual counterparts in most
ways, including viewing peer relationships as more
important during adolescence with one exception—
the increased time it takes for LGBT youths to develop trusting friendships.
Furthermore, examining how peers serve as a
source of social support for LGBT adolescents is important given that supportive friends can serve as protective factors in the general adolescent population
(Blum, McNeely, & Nonnemaker, 2002)and LGBT
adolescents experience poorer outcomes related to
overall health and well-being when compared with
their heterosexual peers (Coker, Austin, & Schuster,
2010; Murdock & Bolch, 2005). However, it is encouraging to note that Hodges, Boivin, Vitaro, and
Bukowski (1999) found that LGBT youths who had
at least one friend were buffered from the full effects
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of harassment and peer victimization. Similarly,
Baiocco, Laghi, DiPomponio, and Nigito (2012)
found that gay and lesbian adolescents who had
cross-orientation friendships reported less internalized stigma regarding their sexual orientation. In
addition, they found that lesbian and gay adolescents
are less likely to have a best friend when compared with
their heterosexual counterparts. Finally, Needham
and Austin (2010) found that LGBT adolescents
may have more difﬁculty accessing support from
their parents, which makes peer relationships even
more important for them.
Fortunately or unfortunately, as the case may be,
school is the primary venue for developing peer
relationships, according to Blum et al. (2002), and
a growing body of research has shown that school
environments can be a contributing factor in the
success of adolescents in general (Blum et al., 2002;
Saewyc, Poon, Homma, & Skay, 2008) and LGBT
adolescents in particular (Murdock & Bolch, 2005;
Russell, Seif, & Truong, 2001). Examining ways to
bolster peer support and thereby improve school
environments for LGBT youths is important, given
that most LGBT youths ﬁrst disclose their sexual
orientation and then get support from their peers
(Hillier, Turner, & Mitchell, 2005).
The current study, which examines peer support
for LGBT youths, has been conceptualized using
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Cohen and Wills’s (1985) social support and the
buffering hypothesis model, which discusses the
ways in which stress is mitigated by social support.
Cohen and Wills (1985) examined two models—
the buffering model and the main effect model. The
buffering model views social support as working
for people who are currently under stress, thereby
“buffering” the effects of stress. An example relevant to this study could include the buffering effect
a close peer connection could have on LGBT adolescents being harassed at school. The second model,
known as the main effect model, proposes that
social support is beneﬁcial for everyone. The notion
is that overall well-being is related to having positive
and socially rewarding relationships and that these
relationships promote self-worth. Research examining the role school personnel can play in promoting positive and socially rewarding relationships
among LGBT youths as well as cross-orientation
friendships could lead to more support and buffering of the harmful effects of peer victimization.
METHOD

This study was designed to address gaps in the literature regarding peer relationships among LGBT
adolescents. Data presented here are those related
to peer interactions and are part of a larger study
examining protective factors across a number of
domains (home, school, and so on). A phenomenological approach was chosen over other qualitative
approaches as there is limited research regarding
peer support of LGBT teenagers and it was my
desire to understand the lived experiences of the participants. A phenomenological approach includes
conducting in-depth interviews with research participants who have experience with the phenomenon of interest, in this case peer support for LGBT
youths, to have a deeper understanding of their collective experiences. Two broad research questions
guided the interviews: (1) What has been your experience with support from peers? and (2) How
have your experiences in school shaped those experiences? (Moustakas, 1994).
Seven (six male and one female) LGBT adolescents
were interviewed using the semistructured interview
protocol. Purposeful sampling was used to ensure
that participants were selected on the basis of their
experience with the phenomenon (Silverman, 2010).
Participants all self-identiﬁed as LGBT and white.
Fictitious names have been used in the data presentation to humanize the words of the participants.
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Participants included Devin, age 18, living on his
own; Marco, age 16, living with his foster parents;
Jonathan, age 16, living with his grandmother; Jane,
age 17, living with her single father; Jason, age 18,
living with his mother and father; Sam, age 17, living with his mother and stepfather; and Brian, age
17, living with his mother and father.
Three participants were recruited at an It Gets
Better event sponsored by a high school gay–straight
alliance (GSA) held in central Pennsylvania; the
other four participants were referred via snowball
sampling from the original three participants. After
initial phone contacts, students and parents were
asked to complete consent forms before being provided a demographic questionnaire. Parents and
students were given a description of the study that
included the study purpose and necessary consent
forms. In addition, participants were given $15 in
cash as an incentive for participating. Interviews were
audio-recorded for later analysis.
Consistent with phenomenological data analysis methods (Moustakas, 1994), I began by transcribing recorded interviews and then reading and
rereading transcripts to begin to reduce the data
into meaning units, a process referred to as horizontalization. These statements or meaning units were
then arranged into themes, which were described
using textural and structural (context) descriptions
(Moustakas, 1994). To avoid bias, research team
members reviewed themes and exemplar quotes
and we discussed any areas in which we did not
agree to arrive at a consensus regarding the themes
(Patton, 2002). Research team members consisted
of school counselors, a social worker, and college
faculty members who are well versed in the phenomenon under investigation.
Throughout the process, a number of steps to
limit bias were taken as suggested by Morrow (2005)
to improve rigor and trustworthiness. Speciﬁc methods used included bracketing my assumptions,
being interviewed by a colleague regarding my assumptions and biases, consulting with my research
team throughout the process when questions
arose, journaling, and using two member checks
as part of the research design. This triangulation
was completed by asking participants to review
transcripts and theme lists to ensure that their
thoughts about the topic were represented correctly, as recommended by Silverman (2010). Participants offered no changes or additions to the
transcripts.
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RESULTS

Five themes emerged from data analysis: (1) peers
are an important source of support for LGBT
youths in word and deed; (2) LGBT youths fear
judgment from non-LGBT peers; (3) not all peers
are supportive; (4) GSAs serve as a form of support;
and (5) LGBT adolescents go online for support.
Theme 1: Importance of Peer Support from
Gay and Heterosexual Peers

Often peers were the ﬁrst people that participants
entrusted with information about their sexual orientation. Devin said, “Like, I’ve been out since I
was 15. So your friends either accept it and move
on with you or they don’t and they leave and that’s
ﬁne. That’s them; and they have their beliefs, and I
have mine.” Although Devin reported that it was
“ﬁne” if friends did not accept him, his demeanor
during the interview led me to believe that this was
not entirely true. Friends played various roles for
each student, but there was a great deal of consistency in the responses of individual interviewees—
support from peers was important.
Students mentioned that they felt most comfortable talking with LGBT peers or adults regarding
issues related to their sexuality as they understood
the issues they were experiencing. Marco said that he
views support coming from “friends who are gay,
who are in the situation, liberal people normally—
politically it is liberal democratic type people. I
don’t get as much support from my conservative
friends or family members.” Marco, regarding gay
friends said, “Gay friends understand a lot more.
So they are more willing to talk about it.” To Sam,
support means that friends “love me and will talk to
you about different things going on with my boyfriend and that sort of thing, like the gay aspect of
my life they are ﬁne with.”
Participants reported feeling supported when
peers took action on their behalf. For example,
when asked about bullying or harassment at school,
students reported that they were not the victims of
such behaviors. However, when asked later if peers
ever came to their aid, Jason replied, “Yes, when
another student called me a faggot, they stuck up
for me.” Marco reported that it is helpful if friends
stand up for you when you get teased:
It is more effective if someone else does it because it seems like a straight person has more
respect for a straight person than a gay person,

if that makes sense. I don’t know. It just seems
like it works that way.

Furthermore, participants reported feeling valued when they were given explicit verbal support
from friends; one participant reported that LGBT
students are not expecting peers and others to
address each of their issues perfectly, but to make
an attempt.
Theme 2: Fear of Judgment

LGBT participants were fearful that they would be
judged by their peers on the basis of their sexual
orientation, not personal attributes. Students were
fearful of judgment from others before coming out
and after disclosing their sexual orientation and were
often fearful of the reactions of their peer groups.
Students were fearful that they would no longer be
liked by their friends. Because of this fear, students
were careful to whom they disclosed their sexual
orientation. Most youths interviewed saw their sexual orientation as central to who they are—making
fear of judgment even more pronounced.
The following participant statements illustrate
these points. Jane said, “Pretty much I couldn’t tell
anyone, without feeling judged, so I told someone
[a close friend] that I knew would be there no matter what.” Some students reported support from
some friends, but not from others. Marco said,
They will talk about it and they will give me
advice sometimes—depending on the friend,
and the main part is they don’t judge me, like
compared to others would do—like some of
my other friends. I’m not friends with [them]
because of it anymore.
Theme 3: Unsupportive Behaviors

Although the intent of this study was to examine
ways in which peers have been supportive, manners
in which peers have also been unsupportive or
hurtful also emerged. Harassment or physical assault
at school was mentioned by each participant interviewed. Even though those interviewed indicated
that school is the most supportive place in their
lives, each mentioned that they had been harassed.
Three students mentioned some form of physical
violence, and all of those interviewed reported
some form of verbal abuse. One student, Marco,
described getting randomly attacked while out for
a walk: “Yeah, I was walking through the city and

Roe / Examining the Role of Peer Relationships in the Lives of Gay and Bisexual Adolescents

119

yeah, it was random from behind, and I just got
attacked and they started saying stuff and names,
you know, the usual, and they eventually walked
away.” When discussing harassment in the school
hallway, Jonathan reported, “When I’m walking
in the hall, I will blast music to drown stuff out,
then in class, it kind of comes in handy.” The interviewer asked, “You literally have an iPod or whatever that you listen to?” Jonathan replied,
Yeah, I use my phone though. I literally blast
music because if I hear it [derogatory remarks],
it will stick and I’m pretty good at picking up
whose voice it is and I would probably turn
around and say something that I would rather
not.

Marco further stated that in his school, “Someone can walk down the hall and call someone a faggot in a heartbeat and they get away with that.”

a more afﬁrming place for all students who may feel
different. Jason relayed his thoughts on his school’s
GSA hosting a successful advocacy event: “It made
me proud to know that we accomplished it and we
hopefully opened some people’s eyes. It made me
proud.”
Theme 5: Online Support

Advances in technology have provided support to
many of the participants interviewed. Nearly every
student interviewed mentioned some form of online social media such as Facebook during their
account for various reasons—most often related to
coming out. Marco reported, “I put it [his sexual
orientation] on Facebook and everyone found out
that way and he [foster dad] didn’t really use Facebook, but he did eventually spy on my Facebook
page and ﬁgured it out.” One student noted how
the adviser of the school GSA has a Facebook page
that she uses to share information with interested
students regarding LGBT issues. Brian said,

Theme 4: GSAs

All of the students interviewed attended a school
that had an organized GSA. Opinions varied regarding their experiences with GSAs. Some students
believed that the club could do more, some were
frustrated that other students viewed the club as a
gay club, and others were proud to be a part of an
organized group in their school. Three students,
although attending a school with a GSA, were not
members but spoke about what the presence of the
club means to them. The following comments from
each of the participants illustrate the various opinions. Brian was very concerned that by joining this
club, peers would view him and others as stereotypes. He was worried that if the club did not serve
a purpose and plan events it would “do more harm
than good.” Devin viewed his school as more supportive because it has a GSA. He said,
They have gay pride, like on bulletin stuff [bulletin boards], and I think it helps the school understand more about gays and GBT or whatever it’s
called or whatever. I don’t really know what it
is—it helps them [the student body] understand
that we’re just people, we’re all people.

Many of the students interviewed were involved
in a number of school activities, and although they
reported that they did not have time to attend GSA
meetings, they believed it helped make their school
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I thank God for the Internet. . . . I heard LGBT
keep going around and I had no idea what it
stood for again—PFLAG, rainbow ﬂag—I
didn’t even . . . Freshman year of high school
I did not understand rainbows were gay [a symbol of gay pride].

Students want a safe and reliable source of information. Another student mentioned that when he
was searching for information on the Internet, “I
noticed when I tried to do that [look for support
online] I found a lot of sites that were actually in
opposition and I would read them, get upset, and
then I wouldn’t want to look.”
DISCUSSION

Understanding that school can be both a place of
support and torment for LGBT youths, the purpose
of this study was to begin to understand how peers
can serve as a source of support to LGBT youths and
then to consider ways in which school social workers can foster the development of peer support. Participants were asked questions related to how peers
have been supportive to them. From the data, ﬁve
themes emerged. The ﬁrst of these themes, that peers
are an important source of support in word and
deed for LGBT teenagers, is important to recognize
as this is the case with nearly all adolescents, and the
LGBT youths in this study were no exception.
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Furthermore, youths reported wanting and receiving support from their LGBT peers as well as heterosexual allies. The next theme, the fear of being
judged by peers because of their sexual orientation,
was shared by all participants. In some cases, judgment meant that peers no longer associated with
participants and in others this meant that peers
told them that being gay was not right. The third
theme, that not all peers are supportive, became
clear as participants described incidents of both verbal and physical harassment. The intent of this study
was not to solicit information about harassment, but
this content inevitably surfaced as participants were
asked about support they have received from peers.
The fourth and ﬁfth themes, GSAs and online venues as sources of support, were not surprises, but
some of the nuanced ﬁndings related to these forms
of peer support were unexpected. For example,
even those students who were not members of a
school GSA felt supported by the presence of a
GSA in their school. Regarding online support,
most students used Facebook or other social media
sites to connect with other LGBT youths; some
participants reported discovering Web sites that
were “in opposition” to their sexual orientation
and they found this discovery upsetting.
In addition to the academic mission of schools,
school is undeniably the primary place where adolescents meet and form friendships, and as a result it
is the venue that may be most appropriate for meeting the needs of LGBT youths related to peer support. Therefore, interventions aimed at peer groups
cannot be ignored as these peers are often the ﬁrst to
learn that a friend identiﬁes as LGBT. This is both
encouraging and upsetting—as Hillier et al. (2005)
pointed out, nearly three-quarters of all LGBT students who experienced harassment by peers did so in
a school setting, making schools an ideal setting for
interventions with LGBT youths and their peers.
Participants were remarkably consistent in their
remarks regarding wanting and appreciating social
support from their peers, which is consistent with
adolescent development theories such as Marcia’s
(1966) theory of identity achievement as well as the
work of Savin-Williams (1998), who found that
LGBT youths turn to friendships for support. Participants did not report speciﬁcally seeking out friends
in whom they knew they could trust. They based
decisions regarding disclosure of their sexual orientation on the trust level of currently established
friendships. This ﬁnding is consistent with the work

of Eccles et al. (2004), who found that adolescence
is a time when LGBT youths seek deeper friendships that are more emotional in nature.
Although participants in this study consistently
mentioned peers as a form of social support, peers
were also cited as those who were the most unsupportive or hurtful. This is important, given the work
of Murdock and Bolch (2005), who hypothesized
that social support from parents and friends might
buffer against the effects of bullying and harassment
that LGBT youths experience in school, but their
hypothesis was not supported by their ﬁndings; the
results of a cluster analysis suggested that it is the
combined effect of a negative school environment
and poor support that matters. Conducting qualitative interviews from a phenomenological perspective, I was able to shed some light on how
this “combined” effect might work. Those students
who reported that they were harassed at school also
reported having support from peers, GSAs, and
through online avenues.
LGBT youths are fearful of judgment from their
peers. Although participants interviewed for this
study initially overcame such fears—enough to disclose their sexual orientation—there are others who
undoubtedly are not comfortable with such a disclosure based on these fears, and that decision could
have potentially harmful effects on their long-term
development. As Cooley (1998) noted, physical and
verbal harassment does not have to be experienced
ﬁrsthand to terrify LGBT students. However, consistent with the ﬁndings of Grafsky, Letcher, Slesnick,
and Serovich (2011), students in the current study
reported that disclosing their sexual orientation was
overall a positive experience.
Given that Hillier et al. (2005) found that LGBT
youths have various ways of protecting themselves
both physically and emotionally, LGBT youths may
be reasonably expected to be judicious about those
from whom they seek support. In the general adolescent population, Blum et al. (2002) found that
good family relationships and supportive friends
served as protective factors. The peer relationships
described by students in this study imply that these
supportive relationships work similarly for LGBT
youths.
Online social media is an ever-growing source
of support for LGBT youths and, to some, a growing source of pain and harassment. As Sumter,
Baumgartner, Valkenburg, and Peter (2012) found,
those who are harassed ofﬂine are often harassed
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online as well. Facebook was mentioned as a way
for students to come out to others in a passive
way. Adolescents in this study also described the
Internet as a means to connect with other LGBT
individuals, ﬁnd out about LGBT-related community events, and learn about gay culture, a ﬁnding
that corresponds to the ﬁndings of Harper, Bruce,
Serrano, and Jamil (2009).
Implications for School Social Workers

There are a number of practical implications for
school social workers based on the results of this
study, and these implications ﬁt well with one of the
tenets of the school social work practice model to
“promote a school climate and culture conducive to
student learning and teaching excellence” (School
Social Work Association of America, 2014). Students who are fearful of being judged, harassed, or
otherwise marginalized are not part of an environment that is conducive to learning and by virtue of
their training and expertise, school social workers
are well positioned to facilitate improved learning
environments by increasing peer support for LGBT
adolescents.
The recommendations described herein are part
of an overarching goal, to effect change in the school
environment for LGBT youths. Alone, each of
these recommendations may provide only marginal
gains, but taken together they can be effective in
changing the culture of a school. It is also important
to note that these recommendations are neither complicated nor costly to implement, but rather draw on
the expertise of school social workers who are already
present within the school system.
Unfortunately, changing a school culture takes
time, and the individual needs of LGBT youths
cannot be ignored as schoolwide systemic policies
and interventions are put into place. Strategies that
foster resiliency in LGBT youths, such as offering
mentoring programs, could prove useful to LGBT
youths and should be coupled with interventions
aimed at improving affective empathy among the
study body—that is, providing interventions that go
beyond helping students to have a cognitive understanding of empathy, as suggested by a recent review of bullying and empathy literature (Noorden,
Haselager, Cillessen, & Bukowski, 2014).
One way to support LGBT youths is to provide
support during the “coming out” process through
traditional support groups and one-on-one counseling. In the context of this study, coming out
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was an important ﬁrst step for gay and bisexual adolescents seeking social support. It is known that
LGBT youths are self-aware long before they publicly self-identify (Savin-Williams & Diamond, 2000);
fear of judgment associated with disclosure may
prevent them from coming out and consequently
prevent them from seeking social support from
peers. Social workers can help students make decisions about who to come out to and when to come
out, assist them in weighing the pros and cons of the
decision, and help to emotionally prepare them for
the reactions they may receive.
Results of the current study suggest that GSAs
serve several purposes, including providing a safe
environment for LGBT students and supportive
peer allies to meet. For those who do not attend
GSA meetings, the presence of these groups provided them with a sense that their school was a supportive place just for having a GSA in place, a ﬁnding
that is consistent with previous studies (Goodenow,
Szalacha, & Westheimer, 2006). School social workers can serve as GSA advisers, and although GSAs
are not counseling groups per se, they do serve as
informal support groups and can beneﬁt from the
group facilitation expertise of school social workers.
Ensuring that GSAs continue to run, even when
participation is low, could also be an important
function of school social workers, as the presence of
GSAs creates a sense that support is available even if
students do not attend. Furthermore, those students
who are not “out” may beneﬁt psychologically by the
presence of a GSA. Similarly, just as the presence of
a GSA can be supportive, the inclusion of sexual orientation in school district antidiscrimination policies
can send a powerful message to LGBT youths that
they are supported by their school. Advocating for
inclusion of sexual orientation in such policies is congruent with the mission of school social workers.
Although many states have included sexual orientation in antidiscrimination policies, this is not universally the case.
Likewise, the Internet has become a tool that has
helped LGBT youths to overcome obstacles that
are related to geography and isolation. This study
points out some ways that LGBT youths, particularly those in rural areas, can explore their sexual
identity online and reap some of the possible beneﬁts of connecting with an LGBT community, as
suggested by Rosario, Schrimshaw and Hunter
(2004). School social workers are adept at providing
access to resources and should develop resource
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brochures that are speciﬁc to the needs of LGBT
youths and include Web addresses of reputable and
monitored online resources such as TrevorSpace
.org. In addition, access to some resources for LGBT
students may be limited by school Internet ﬁlters.
School social workers, in conjunction with school
librarians or technology managers, need to be sure
that Web resources are accessible by creating ﬁlter
exceptions for reputable Web sites.
In addition, adolescents often discuss romantic
interests with peers before doing so with parents,
and the fear of rejection experienced by LGBT students in this study may further complicate the decision to discuss romantic interests with peers and
parents. School social workers can serve an important
role in recruiting and training allies as part of peer
helper groups that already exist within school systems
to foster support among peers for LGBT youths, thus
giving them a safe place to discuss issues related to
their sexual orientation. Because peers are often the
ﬁrst people to whom LGBT youths disclose their
sexual orientation, it is important that school social
workers let the student body know how to make a
referral to the school social worker for assistance in
much the same way students would make a referral
for other difﬁcult issues that students may be facing.
In addition, school social workers should consider
ﬁnding ways to connect LGBT youths to positive
adult role models, as LGBT youths may ﬁnd that
hearing individual stories of others who have shared
similar experiences and faced their fears regarding
coming out to be empowering. If possible, school
social workers can identify LGBT school personnel
who are willing to share their experiences, acknowledging that this may not be possible in every school
district for various reasons. School social workers can
also identify LGBT individuals within the community who may be willing to share their stories,
thereby helping LGBT youths to face their fears.
Working with other school personnel, school social
workers could also consider hosting an It Gets Better
Project–style event to introduce students to positive
role models. Finally, as school social workers are
experts in parental engagement, they can offer support to parents who are struggling to support their
LGBT child by running groups or making connections to local resources such as PFLAG.
Strengths and Limitations

The design of the study was a strength, because
LGBT adolescents have been interviewed “in the

moment” and have not been asked to look back in
time, which is rare when studying LGBT adolescent
issues. In addition, the students identiﬁed for the
study were not “atypical” in that they were not part
of a group for homeless LGBT teenagers or those
with addictions. Rather, they were considered representative of typical “out” LGBT students. Furthermore, the phenomenological approach used here,
which included ﬂexibility in the interview format,
allowed nuanced information to be captured.
It should be noted that as this study was qualitative in nature and was completed with a small sample size, the results should not be generalized to all
LGBT youths. The need to receive parental permission was also a limitation of the study. Even students who were out to their parents were often
uncomfortable asking for permission to be part of
a “gay” study. For this study, it was certainly a limitation that I was only able to interview adolescents
who were out in each of their life domains, and the
experiences of those adolescents who are not “out”
may not be represented in this study. In addition,
Rosario et al. (2004) found that African American
and Latino youths differ signiﬁcantly from their
white counterparts in that this population often
publicly discloses their sexual orientation later in
life. This ﬁnding, coupled with my participant
recruiting efforts, illustrates the difﬁculty in recruiting non–majority population LGBT youths, who
may have very different experiences. Finally, the
experiences of male and female youths may be
very different and in the current study, only one
young woman was interviewed.
CONCLUSION

School social workers, with their focus on advocacy
and removing barriers to academic achievement, are
well positioned by virtue of their academic and clinical preparation to support LGBT youths in the
school system. Helping LGBT youths make connections with peers while at the same time helping
non-LGBT peers become allies will hopefully improve school environments for all students.
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