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Abstract
We aimed to investigate the relationship between homophobic bullying, parental psychological control and sensation
seeking among adolescents and young adults and to examine the mediating role of sensation seeking. The participants
included 394 adolescents and young adults aged 15 to 20 years attending the 3rd, 4th and 5th years of two public high
schools in Italian cities. Participants completed the Homophobic Bullying Scale, the Dependency—oriented and
Achievement—oriented Parental Psychological Control, and the Sensation—Seeking Scale. The results showed that parental
psychological control predicted bullying toward gay and lesbian people. However, the two dimensions of sensation seeking
(thrill and adventure seeking, and disinhibition) represented two mediators in the relationship between parental
psychological control, both achievement and dependency—oriented, and homophobic bullying.
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Highlights
● Psychological parental control may play a key role in the genesis of homophobic bullying during adolescence and young

adulthood.
● Sensation seeking may encourage homophobic bullying in adolescence and young adulthood.
● Sensation seeking may play a key role in the relationship between parental control and homophobic bullying.

Homophobic bullying is a complex phenomenon in con-
stant growth, especially in heterosexist cultures, and often
finds in schools a fertile ground in which to take root.
Homophobic bullying has its roots in homophobia and
attacks those who do not adhere to the society—imposed
canons of masculinity and femininity. The episodes of this
form of bullying can be verbal and physical. Homophobic
insults essentially concern sexuality and physicality to the
point of affecting the victim’s sphere of attitudes and desires
(D’Urso and Pace 2019; D’Urso et al. 2018; Rivers 2011).

The literature has highlighted how antisocial behaviors and,
in particular, bullying can be the consequences of highly
dysfunctional primary relationships that induce adolescents
not to adequately face the socialization process (D’Urso and
Pace 2019). The homophobic victimization is connected
with internalization, such as dissatisfaction and the devel-
opment of signs of depression, anxiety and suicidal ideation
(Winsper et al. 2012; You and Bellmore 2012). Moreover,
the literature underlined that even victims of homophobic
bullying report levels of depression, anxiety, substance
abuse, and suicide attempts (Pace et al. 2020). In Italy,
people belonging to sexual minorities are often victimized
(D’Urso and Pace 2019). Furthermore, social homophobia
negatively affects attitudes and beliefs towards LGBT
people, because of a heterosexist culture (Petruccelli et al.
2015). The theory of gender roles and feminist theories
underline how sometime cultures, especially the Western
one, is oriented towards showing models that reinforce
gender inequalities (Butler 2011). A heterosexist society
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based on gender stereotypes can consolidate homophobic
acts (River 2011).

Many studies have investigated however how family
characteristics may encourage bullying attitudes. For
example, the absence of satisfactory parental relationships
and a dysfunctional parent—child relationship style can be
strong risk factors related to bullying (Labella and Masten
2018; Wahl and Metzner 2012). In this sense, the absence
of affective parental responses can lead individuals to
develop a sense of frustration which could translate into
aggression and bullying acts. Diversity thus becomes the
scapegoat of one’s own frustration (Rivers 2011; Smith
2016). Additionally, studies have suggested that excessive
parental psychological control may induce in adolescents a
state of frustration and a need for autonomy and indepen-
dence that leads them to respond aggressively.

Parental psychological control refers to the parents’ ten-
dency to exert pressure on their children often inducing them
to behave in certain ways (Guzzo et al. 2014; Pace et al.
2018a; Soenens et al. 2010). Soenens et al. (2010) suggest
the existence of two forms of parental psychological control:
dependency psychological control, and achievement psy-
chological control. The first one may define as the use of
psychological control in the domain of parent–adolescent
intimacy, where control is used as a means to keep children
within close physical and emotional confines. The second
one may explain as the use of psychological control in the
domain of achievement, where psychological control is used
as a way to make adolescents comply with excessive par-
ental standards for performance. In this climate of control,
adolescents’ efforts to achieve goals and not disappoint
expectations can make them vulnerable and fragile (Mabbe
et al. 2016; Soenens et al. 2010). Studies in the literature
generally agree that the two forms of parental control,
achievement—oriented and dependency—oriented, repre-
sent risk factors in adolescents’ social development because
—by affecting the socio-emotional sphere—they can lead to
maladaptive responses such as addictive behavior and peer
aggression in school contexts (Cui et al. 2014; Mabbe et al.
2016; Pace et al. 2018a; Pace et al. 2019; Soenens et al.
2008; Soenens and Vansteenkiste 2010).

Minuchin (1984) has suggested how the redundancy of
specific interactions between family members creates
interactive and exchange patterns that lay the foundations
for the establishment of relationships. Family stimuli,
paraphrasing Olson (2000), are capable of conveying and/or
coping with developmental tasks or stressful situations,
changing the levels of both cohesion and internal flexibility
of the family system itself. Parental psychological control
can therefore invalidate the family system (i.e., its balance
levels, creating emotional tensions connoted by entangle-
ment) and lead the adolescent towards negative develop-
mental outcomes. The literature has also underlined how,

often in adolescence, the motivation for deviant behavior
(e.g., peer aggression) comes from a voluntary search for
risk (Wilson and Scarpa 2011; Zuckerman and Aluja 2015).
Indeed, research and risk manifestation can sometimes take
on a positive value, as they represent the means by which to
demonstrate one’s abilities, value, and status. In this sense,
Zuckerman (1979) described sensation seeking as a mani-
festation of a personality trait characterized by the desire to
experience new, strong, and exciting sensations, a trait that
can regulate behavior. Furthermore, sensation seeking—in
particular, the search for strong stimuli and sensations—can
be one of the characteristics of aggressive adolescents and
young adults (Zuckerman and Aluja 2015). In this sense,
the continual search for strong feelings would guide beha-
viors in maladaptive terms so that it can be useful to satisfy
a need. Furthermore, a recent study pointed out that ado-
lescents reporting high levels of sensation seeking have
been found to be more prone to commit acts of bullying
(Antoniadou et al. 2016).

To explain how sensation seeking can derive from dys-
functional parenting experiences and lead to homophobic bul-
lying, it is necessary to integrate models that include the
importance of parenting relationships and the individual’s
personal characteristics as being in relation to his or her
environment. In this sense, first of all, the theory of Bandura
(1978) may integrate the role of sensation seeking and the
variables regarding the parent—child relationship to better
explain homophobic bullying in adolescence (Swearer et al.
2014).

Stern’s (1985, 1989) theoretical model is useful in
explaining how parental dysfunctions can induce in adolescents
and young adults a state of internal frustration that pushes them
to seek new stimuli and adopt aggressive behaviors. Stern
describes the intimate development of the self as the result of
the combination of interpersonal exchanges with parents. These
highly emotional exchanges serve to regulate the individual’s
expectations and subsequent behavior. Furthermore, parental
relationships and, especially, the quality of these relationships
would be linked to the emotional state and, as a consequence,
modulate the social—cognitive structure of individual experi-
ences. Therefore, if parental relationships are frustrating, they
can produce maladaptive responses that lead the adolescent
along trajectories of development that are not suited to devel-
opmental tasks. In this sense, parental bonds that foster
autonomy and self—expression may play an adaptive and
regulative function in the adolescent’s socio—emotional
structure (Pace et al. 2016; Pace and Zappulla 2010).

Since parental psychological control and sensation
seeking are not particularly well—studied constructs in
relation to homophobic bullying, the general purpose of this
study was to explore a model aimed at explaining homo-
phobic bullying starting from parental psychological control
and from the trait of sensation seeking. In line with the
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literature (Bandura 1978; Swearer et al. 2014), behavioral
outcomes—in this case dysfunctional—may be the
responses of contextual stimuli (parental control) and indi-
vidual stimuli (sensation seeking) that influence each other.
The current study aimed to explore within a sample of
adolescents and young adults how parental control is related
to the genesis of homophobic bullying and, subsequently,
the role of sensation seeking in that relationship. Therefore,
in line with the definitions of the constructs studied, we
hypothesized that parental psychological control, which
directly influences sensation seeking, can lead to a mala-
daptive response that results in homophobic behaviors (e.g.,
Soenens et al. 2010; Pace et al. 2018a).

Method

Participants

Participants in this study were 394 adolescents and young
adults, (164 boys—41.6%—and 230 girls—58.4 %) aged
from 15 to 20 years (M= 16.55; SD= 0.85), attending the
third, fourth, and fifth classes of two public high schools
situated in two big Italian cities. Only four participants were
18—20 years old because they were repeating the school year
after failing. All the participants were Caucasian and, based
on demographic information, were mostly of middle class
backgrounds. The majority (90%) of the participants’ parents
had completed high school or had a college degree. Most of
the participants (84%) came from intact two—parent families
(Table 1). We obtained written informed consent for all

participants by sending letters to their parents to inform them
of the study. No parents objected to their child’s involvement.
We also obtained assent from all the adolescents and young
adults involved in the study. Adolescents and young adults
were asked in advance if they were aware of the phenomenon.
Any doubts about the phenomenon were clarified before
administration. Therefore, everyone was aware of what
homophobic bullying represented.

Procedure

We collected data between 2017 and 2018. Participants
completed self—report measures on homophobic bullying,
parental psychological control, and sensation seeking dur-
ing class hours, with the supervision of the researchers. The
research was approved by the ethics committee of Kore
University of Enna. Therefore, all procedures which
involved human participants were performed in accordance
with the ethical standards of the institutional and/or national
research committee and with the 1964 Helsinki declaration
and its later amendments or comparable ethical standards.

Measures

Homophobic bullying

We administered the Homophobic Bullying Scale (Prati
2012) to assess homophobic bullying behaviors by pupils,
through three perspectives: witness (e.g., “Think about a
student who is perceived to be lesbian. Because of this, during
the past 30 days, how often did you hear insulting remarks
about her”), bully (e.g., “Think about a student who is per-
ceived to be lesbian. Because of this, during the past 30 days,
how often did you isolate or marginalize her”) and victim (in
this section we requested participants to consider a series of
events, such as being marginalized or teased, and then we
asked them “During the past 30 days, how often did this
happen because you are perceived to be gay or lesbian?”).
Participants were also asked to report if they observed or were
involved in different homophobic behaviors (isolation/exclu-
sion, a spread of lies, homophobic skirmishes, theft or damage
of property, physical assault, sexual/electronic harassment) in
their schools, in the last 30 days. Response choices were on a
four-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (more than
once a week). In the present study, we used the bully per-
spective scale: the person’s account of how often they
engaged in homophobic bullying toward gay (α= 0.81) and
lesbian students (α= 0.87).

Parental psychological control

We administered the Italian version (Guzzo et al. 2014) of
the Dependency—oriented and Achievement—oriented

Table 1 Participants demographic information

N %

Gender

Boys 164 41.6

Girls 230 58.4

Age

15–16 211 53.55

17 179 45.43

18–20 4 1.02

Religion

Catholic 342 86.81%

Other or no religion 52 13.19%

Family background

Intact family 331 84.01%

Extended family 63 15.99%

Parents school level

High school/college degree 358 90.86%

Middle school 28 7.11%

No response 8 2.03%
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Parental Psychological Control Scale (DAPCS, Soenens
et al. 2010) to assess participants perceived parental psy-
chological control. The scale consisted of 16 items regard-
ing dependency—oriented psychological control (e.g. “My
parents is only friendly with me if I rely on him instead of
on my friends”; α= 0.84), and achievement—oriented
psychological control (e.g. “My parents make me feel guilty
if my performance is inferior”; α= 0.79), which partici-
pants were asked to answer on a five—point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Sensation seeking

We administered the Italian version (Manna et al. 2013) of
the Sensation Seeking Scale (SSS, Zuckerman et al. 1964)
to evaluate personality characteristics related to sensation
seeking, that is the search for different, new, intense and
complex situations and experiences that predispose indivi-
duals to adopt behaviors that lead them to take risks for their
own health and to commit antisocial actions. Specifically,
the scale gives information on two dimensions: Thrill and
Adventure Seeking, referring to the desire for outdoor
activities involving unusual sensations and risks (e.g., “I
would often like to be a mountain climber”; α= 0.78), and
Disinhibition, referring to the preference of out of control
actions (e.g., “I like to have new and exciting experiences
and feelings even if they are dangerous, unconventional or
illegal”; α= 0.82). The scale consists of 12 pairs of items
among which the participants were asked to choose the one
that best described their preferences or sensations.

Analysis Plan

First, we conducted the Anova (Univariate Analysis of
Variance) to check for any gender difference. Therefore, we
conducted the analysis in two phases with MPlus 8. First,
we used structural equation modeling (SEM; Hopwood
2007) to assess the relationship between the two forms of
psychological parental control (dependency—oriented and
achievement—oriented parental psychological control) and
homophobic bullying toward lesbian and gay people. Sub-
sequently, we conducted a second SEM to assess the role of

the two dimensions of sensation seeking (thrill and adven-
ture seeking, and disinhibition) in the relationship between
the two forms of psychological parental control and
homophobic bullying toward gay and lesbian people.

Results

Since no significant gender differences emerged from
ANOVA, we conducted the structural equation models on all
participants. The first structural equation model demonstrated
that the association among the two dimensions of parental
psychological control and homophobic bullying toward gay
and lesbian had a good fit to the data (CFI= 1.00;
RMSEA < 0.0001; χ2(14)= 217.36; p < 0.0001). Specifically,
achievement psychological parental control was positively
associated with homophobic bullying toward lesbian people
(β= 0.10; p < 0.05) and toward gay (β= 0.21; p < 0.001), as
well as dependency psychological parental control was posi-
tively associated with homophobic bullying towards lesbian
people (β= 0.48; p < 0.0001) and toward gay (β= 0.31;
p < 0.001). This model is shown in Fig. 1.

The second structural equation model demonstrated how the
two dimensions of sensation seeking (thrill and adventure
seeking, and disinhibition) mediated the relationship between
achievement and dependency psychological parental control on
homophobic bullying toward gay and lesbian people (CFI=
1.00; RMSEA< 0.0001; χ2(14)= 417.816; p < 0.0001). Spe-
cifically, thrill and adventure seeking was associated with
homophobic bullying towards lesbian (β= 0.15; p < 0.001)
and towards gay people (β= 0.09; p < 0.05), as well as disin-
hibition was related to homophobic bullying towards lesbian
(β= 0.22; p < 0.0001) and towards gay people (β= 0.11; p <
0.001). Achievement parental psychological control was
associated with thrill and adventure seeking (β= 0.22;
p < 0.0001) and to disinhibition (β= 0.19; p < 0.001), as well
as dependency parental psychological control was associated
with thrill and adventure seeking (β= 0.40; p < 0.0001) and
disinhibition (β= 0.31; p < 0.0001). The association between
achievement parental psychological control and homophobic
bullying towards gay people, through the intervention of the
two dimensions of sensation seeking, remained significant but

Fig. 1 Relationship between
psychological parental control
and homophobic bullying. Note:
R2 (Bullying toward gay)= 0.27;
R2 (Bullying toward lesbian)=
0.31. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.001;
***p < 0.000
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decreased (β= 0.20; p < 0.0001), suggesting a partial media-
tion. Conversely, instead, the association between achievement
parental psychological control and homophobic bullying
towards lesbian, through the intervention of the two dimen-
sions of sensation seeking, was not significant, suggesting a
total mediation. The relationship between dependency psy-
chological parental control and homophobic bullying towards
gays, through the intervention of the two dimensions of sen-
sation seeking, remained significant but decreased (β= 0.19; p
< 0.001), suggesting a partial mediation. Finally, the associa-
tion between dependency psychological parental control and
homophobic bullying towards lesbian people, through the
intervention of the two dimensions of sensation seeking, con-
tinued to be significant, even if decreased (β= 0.39; p <
0.0001), suggesting a partial mediation. The whole model is
shown in Fig. 2.

Discussion

The present study intended to examine the mediating role of
sensation seeking in the relationship between homophobic
bullying and parental psychological control in adolescence.
The analysis underlined how dependency—and achieve-
ment—oriented parenting styles were linked to homophobic
manifestations toward gays and lesbians. In line with our
theoretical framework (Stern 1989; Swearer et al. 2014) and
with the literature (Mabbe et al. 2016), the frustration of the
need for autonomy, as well as the development of one’s
independence, may be considered risk factors involved in
behaving with homophobic acts. In other words, the par-
ental effort toward dependence and toward achievement
does not seem functional because it can often create strong
feelings of frustration, as well as may lead to maladaptive
socio—emotional development, which can then result in
bullying people who the social fabric labels as different.
Gay and lesbian persons then become the scapegoat on
which to “vent” and project the internal frustrations derived
from denying a need that is connected to the task of

development, such as to develop an integral, autonomous,
and independent self. Additionally, these findings highlight
how dysfunctional relationships can implement unclear
boundaries between family members, which entangle their
children in poorly adapted parenting relationships (Olson
2000). Consequently, this frustrating family plots could be
considered a risk factor towards homophobic bullying
behavior.

Subsequently, the data suggested that the two forms of
parental psychological control may also be risk factors
related to the two dimensions of sensation seeking. In this
sense, the frustration of needs may translate into adoles-
cence with a search for strong feelings, as well as with the
adoption of uninhibited and high—risk behavior (Pace et al.
2018b; Soenens et al. 2010). Therefore, excessive parental
psychological control can produce responses to dysfunc-
tional behaviors. In response to excessive parental pres-
sures, the adolescent can find the satisfaction of his or her
need for autonomy and independence in the risk and
adoption of uninhibited behavior.

The mediation model, however, suggested that the two
components of sensation seeking mediated the relationship
between parental psychological control and bullying toward
gay and lesbian people. Therefore, in line with the theore-
tical model (Bandura 1978) and in line with the literature
(Zuckerman and Aluja 2015), an aggressive response to
diversity can come from parental psychological control and
sensation seeking (individual trait). In particular, in the case
of the relationship between achievement—oriented parental
psychological control and bullying toward lesbians, sensa-
tion seeking acted as a total mediator. So, in this sense, the
frustration resulting from achievement—oriented parental
control may lead the adolescent to pursue strong feelings
and take on uninhibited behaviors that find the maximum
maladaptive expression (bullying) when he or she comes
into contact with diversity. These results also suggested that
sensation seeking not only implements aggressive actions
(Antoniadou et al. 2016), but is also connected to homo-
phobic bullying. In other words, the predestined victim

Fig. 2 Model summary. Note:
R2 (Thrill and Adventure
Seeking)= 0.26;
R2 (Disinhibition)= 0.19;
R2 (Bullying toward gay)= 0.22;
R2 (Bullying toward lesbian)=
0.33. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.001;
***p < 0.000
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could be scapegoat on which to address the frustrations
resulting from maladaptive needs for the search for auton-
omy and independence. Furthermore, in line with gender
and feminist studies (Butler 2011), homophobic attitudes
can be a negative response because adolescents have
incorporated negative socio-cultural patterns that are based
on inequalities. Thus, targeting a homosexual or presumed
homosexual person can reinforce one’s distorted belief. In
this sense, the act of bullying in adolescents normalizes
because they will feel supported by the dominant society
which is fundamentally heterosexist.

The adolescent’s search for risky situations and adoption
of uninhibited behaviors, which are framed as negative
responses to parental psychological control, often constitute
the way in which adolescents and young adults seek and
evaluate themselves and the ways in which they evaluate
their skills and limits. In some cases, high—risk actions are
undertaken only to escape boredom and frustration; conse-
quently, these behaviors are detrimental to development,
which can lead to aggressive outcomes. Zuckerman’s theory
suggests that adolescents with high levels of sensation
seeking need various, new and complex impressions,
combined with the willingness to expose themselves, pre-
cisely for the sake of this research, physical and social risks.
However, this construct could be understood as the result of
frustrated needs and negated needs derived from dysfunc-
tional parental relationships, i.e., dotted with high levels of
parental psychological control. This dysfunctional mix can
also implement the need to experience this search for sen-
sations in bullying behaviors towards those who are con-
sidered different. In this sense, the homophobic attitude is
not a “natural” expression of maladaptive responses to
psychological parental control and of sensation seeking in
adolescence, but it may represent one of the possible
dysfunctional responses derived from a frustrated need and
the need to turn this need into negative action (Rivers
2011).

Limitations and Future Research

The present work, although it may help to extend the lit-
erature for its analysis of little—studied constructs in rela-
tion to homophobic bullying, has some limitations.
Generally speaking, the study design does not enable us to
capture the complexity of these phenomena. More specifi-
cally, the present study is cross—sectional, so future studies
should investigate the variables presented in the model in a
longitudinal perspective. The use of a convenience sample,
characterized by a homogeneity, is another limitation
because it may distort results’ generalizability. Additionally,
the use of a self—report questionnaires can lead the ado-
lescent to respond in a socially desirable way. Future studies

could investigate the same variables using implicative tools
or alternative techniques (e.g., observation and interviews).
Another limitation of the current study is not to consider all
the points of view of the phenomenon (author, victim, and
witness). Future studies could test this model on all the
actors of homophobic bullying. The last limitation also
concerns not considering the traditional form of bullying.
Indeed, future studies could be of a comparative nature. In
the light of our finding, future studies could investigate
whether other forms of bonding and/or parental dysfunction
can be connected, also in a longitudinal perspective, to
homophobic bullying.

Conclusion

The study suggests that clinical practice with adolescents
should start from a careful reflection on parenting rela-
tionships as protective factors for the development of
adaptive outcomes. The ability to clearly define the
boundaries of parental roles is a prerequisite for well—
being, autonomy, and the ability to manage emotions.
Finally, this contribution can be of considerable help in
structuring prevention strategies for homophobic bullying
because it highlights what characteristics and therefore
which psychosocial aspects of a deficit can be considered
risk factors. In this sense, prevention strategies should
address not only adolescents and young adults but also
parents who act as privileged actors in the development and
fulfillment of their child’s developmental tasks. This means
that if the parent–child relationship is functional, there is
little to no risk of maladaptive outcomes. Indeed, parents
who believe they are acting in the good of their child by
pushing him or her to be the best or to be dependent on the
parents are unaware of the fact that they are neglecting the
needs and expectations of the child, who then must channel
and experience these elsewhere.
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