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Abstract
Introduction  The present study represents the first systematic review with a meta-analytic approach to evaluate the evidence 
on the implementation, content, and outcomes of Safe Zone training in educational settings.
Methods  Relevant articles were systematically searched in four scientific databases (e.g., PsycInfo, Scopus, Web of Science, 
and ERIC) from November 2023 to May 2024. We included original articles with relevant keywords associated with “Safe 
Zone, Safe Space” and “school or university”. Of the 1,029 records identified, 123 articles were included in the systematic 
review, of which six were analyzed with a meta-analytic approach.
Results  Within the systematic review, three main research areas were identified (with some overlap among articles): (A) 
Safe Zone guidelines and best practices (n = 110), (B) Safe Zone contents (n = 44), (C) Safe Zone and outcomes (n = 37). 
Most studies indicated positive relationships between implementing Safe Zone training and the positive effects on students’ 
and school staff’s well-being, and campus climate. A meta-analytic procedure was used to test the effectiveness of Safe Zone 
training in enhancing staff knowledge and their attitudes towards LGBTQ + people. Findings suggested that trained staff 
perceived higher levels of knowledge after training (d = 1.51; 5 studies) and more positive attitudes towards LGBTQ + people 
(d = 0.30; 4 studies). However, these findings are based on a few studies with limited sample sizes and should therefore be 
interpreted cautiously.
Policy implications  This research highlights the relevance of establishing Safe Zones training programs to create supportive 
environments for all students regardless of their sexual orientation and gender identity, by educating participants about sexual 
orientation, gender identity, and the challenges faced by LGBTQ + individuals.
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Introduction

Literature consistently highlights that educational settings, 
including schools and universities, can pose significant chal-
lenges for people who identify as a minority in terms of 
sexual orientation and gender identity. For example, lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender and queer (LGBTQ +) students in 
schools and university courses frequently face discrimina-
tion, bullying, violence, and social exclusion (Birkett et al., 
2009; D’Augelli et al., 2002; Munoz-Plaza et al., 2002; Rus-
sell et al., 2021). Numerous studies have documented the 
persistence of unsafe learning environments in both schools 
and universities, underscoring systemic barriers to inclu-
sion and equal educational opportunities (GLSEN, CiPHR, 
& CCRC, 2013; Kosciw et al., 2020; Schuster et al., 2015). 
This growing body of evidence aligns with broader global 
movements advocating for human rights, inclusivity, and 
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educational equity (Kosciw & Pizmony-Levy, 2016). In 
this context, fostering LGBTQ + diversity and inclusion, 
particularly in compulsory educational settings, is increas-
ingly recognized as necessary and urgent.

Meanwhile, increasing international attention has also 
focused on the experiences of LGBTQ + university stu-
dents and the role of related institutional training within 
higher education curricula (Baiocco et  al., 2022; Bon-
vicini, 2017; Pezzella et al., 2023). Institutional policies, 
including those implemented in schools and universities, 
are central to fostering positive learning climates crucial to 
LGBTQ + students’ well-being. In particular, religious uni-
versities represent a challenging yet important context for 
LGBTQ + support. Although these institutions often hold 
conservative values that may limit support for sexual and 
gender diversity, several studies document efforts to imple-
ment Safe Zone trainings within such settings (Coley, 2018; 
Ginicola et al., 2016; Hughes, 2015; Kirkley & Getz, 2007; 
Yoakam, 2007). These initiatives highlight the difficulties 
and the possibilities for fostering safer, more affirming 
environments for LGBTQ + students and staff in religious 
university contexts. These challenges are often rooted in 
broader socio-cultural dynamics of cis-heteronormativity, 
which assumes and privileges heterosexual, cisgender identi-
ties as the default and normative standard, perpetuating insti-
tutional invisibility and marginalization of LGBTQ + indi-
viduals (Johnson, 2015).

Notably, discriminatory campus climates in schools 
are associated with elevated levels of stress, anxiety, and 
depression among LGBTQ + students (Huang & Fan, 2024) 
while schools with more positive climates are associated 
with a lower risk of suicidality and lower reported depres-
sive symptoms among students compared to less positive 
school environments (Ancheta et al., 2021). Such aware-
ness has led schools and universities to implement “Safe 
Zone” projects to promote students’ academic progression 
and well-being while supporting professional growth for 
educators and teaching and non-teaching staff by enhancing 
their skills and awareness to create a welcoming environ-
ment for all students. Safe Zone trainings can be defined as 
competency-based programs designed to increase partici-
pants’ knowledge of the LGBTQ + community and to foster 
self-awareness of their own biases and prejudices toward 
individuals (Myers & McMiller, 2021).

However, most publications in the field focus on generic 
steps people can take to become allies in support of the 
LGBTQ + community (Broido, 2000; Cardinal, 2021; Mar-
zetti, 2018; McCormick et al., 2023) or suggest a generic 
professional development as future direction (DeVita, 
2010; Espelage et al., 2023; Herrick et al., 2022; Johnson 
& Szilagyi, 2023). Although this information holds value 
for single programs and individuals, it fails to comprehen-
sively assess the content and impact of Safe Zone programs 

(Draughn et al., 2014). Isolated strategies fail to address the 
need for a structured training program grounded in a sys-
temic model, ensuring consistent, evidence-based interven-
tions that foster sustainable institutional change.

Existing systematic reviews on diversity training primar-
ily examine broad-based programs across organizational or 
multidisciplinary contexts (Alhejji et al., 2016; Devine & 
Ash, 2022) without a specific focus on Safe Zone models. 
Conversely, the present review specifically concentrates on 
Safe Zone training, addressing this gap by examining inter-
ventions to support LGBTQ + students in schools and uni-
versities. Understanding the implementation and impact of 
policies such as the Safe Zone training is especially timely 
given the rising anti-LGBTQ + and anti-DEI (Diversity, 
Equity, and Inclusion) sentiment in various educational con-
texts, where such programs may be threatened, restricted, or 
eliminated (Russell et al., 2021). These dynamics underscore 
the critical need for a rigorous evaluation of Safe Zone train-
ing and its potential role in promoting safer, more affirmative 
educational environments.

Thus, using a meta-analytic approach, the present review 
aims to systematically evaluate the evidence on the imple-
mentation, content, and outcomes of Safe Zone training 
in educational settings. In the current review, we use the 
expression “Safe Zone” as an umbrella term to refer to a set 
of training that are variously identified in literature with the 
following names: “Safe Space”, “Ally training”, “Positive 
Space”, “Brave Space”, “Reduction of Stigma in Schools”, 
“Rainbow Educator Program”. Typically, Safe Zone work-
shops are tailored to a specific institutional context, although 
the ultimate and principal aim is to provide visible support 
for LGBTQ + individuals (Young & McKibban, 2014). 
However, several guidelines have been developed for cre-
ating this type of training, such as GLSEN’s Safe Space 
Kit (2009), and several Safe Zone manuals cover key topics 
addressed in these workshops (e.g., Herriott & Halcro, 2014; 
Zinko & Jasinski, 2020).

Specifically, the Safe Zone school-based interventions 
aim to create an environment where LGBTQ + students feel 
supported and protected from discrimination and harassment 
(Horowitz & Hansen, 2008; Kosciw et al., 2013). Moreover, 
these interventions have been found to promote emotional 
well-being (Woodford et al., 2018), academic success (Black 
et al., 2012; Kosciw et al., 2010, 2013; 2020; Wimberly 
et al., 2015), social support (Evans, 2002; Getz & Kirkley, 
2003), institutional inclusion (Ballard et al., 2008; Bruno, 
2009; McClellan, 2023), and identity validation (Menden-
hall, 2021).

Safe Zone programs allow school and university staff to 
be trained on LGBTQ + topics, helping them create a more 
affirming and open environment for all students (Evans, 
2002; Getz & Kirkley, 2003; Mendenhall, 2021). They 
seem particularly effective in addressing structural barriers 
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of oppression and providing an overview of LGBTQ + com-
munities and terminology (Illig et al., 2022). These train-
ings empower teaching and non-teaching staff to become 
allies of LGBTQ + people (Evans, 2002) and enhance their 
understanding of LGBTQ + concepts, issues, and biases via 
a sticker, button, or sign. Safe Zone programs help those 
who receive training to recognize discrimination and cis-
heterosexual privilege and to support LGBTQ + individuals 
actively (Farrell et al., 2018).

The current body of evidence highlights the impor-
tance of teaching and non-teaching school and university 
staff interventions. When key referents fail to address 
LGBTQ + stigma, it implicitly signals to all students that 
discrimination against sexual and gender minorities is per-
missible (Black et al., 2012). Teachers, district, and school 
administrators are the ones who set the tone in schools and 
universities, affecting students’ lifelong learning success, 
development of beliefs, attitudes, and well-being through 
their roles (Blazar & Kraft, 2017). Studies have shown that 
teachers, administrators, and other staff members are often 
complicit in perpetuating a hostile school climate (Zammitt 
et al., 2015). Thus, they have significant responsibilities in 
young people’s education, considering that school is a pri-
mary cultural site where young people learn attitudes about 
differences and rules associated with gender expectations 
(Payne & Smith, 2012a).

Professional development through programs that provide 
educators with tools and knowledge is crucial in this field, 
allowing educators to build awareness, knowledge, and skills 
necessary to support LGBTQ + students (Cardinal, 2021). 
In this sense, Safe Zones programs seem to be particu-
larly effective in addressing competency at multiple levels 
(Byrd & Hays, 2013; Hayes, 2005; Mack, 2014; Nielsen, 
2017; Owens & Mattheus, 2022; Scher, 2008; Woodford 
et  al., 2018; Worthen, 2011). Publicly identifying Safe 
Zone members can help address both real and perceived 
climate concerns for the LGBTQ + community (Poynter & 
Tubbs, 2016a, 2016b, 2016c), their allies, and all other peo-
ple belonging to marginalized groups (Baiocco & Pistella, 
2019).

Method

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Safe Zone trainings are competency-based programs 
designed to increase participants’ knowledge of the 
LGBTQ + community and foster awareness of personal 
biases, aiming to create supportive environments for 
LGBTQ + students (Myers & McMiller, 2021). We applied 
the following criteria to include the studies: studies had 
to examine a Safe Zone program or best practices related 

to this type of training. (i.e., how to construct a Safe 
Zone, in which cases it is helpful to implement it). Since 
the author’s objective was to provide an overview of the 
implementation, content, and outcomes of Safe Zone train-
ing, educational interventions with similar purposes but 
slightly different names were also considered (e.g. Safe 
Space, Ally training, Positive Space). We included them if 
they had the same aim and structure as Safe Zone training, 
and if a sticker/placard/symbol was given after the training 
session. This latter criterion was crucial, as the structured 
use of visible symbols is a distinctive feature of Safe Zone 
programs. The sticker serves as a public marker, allow-
ing trained individuals to be visibly recognized within the 
university context and thereby reinforcing the message of 
safety and support in a tangible and communicable way. 
For example, although the Rainbow Educator Program 
was discussed in only two articles, we decided to include 
it because it was based on a similar rationale — raising 
awareness of sexual orientation as a diversity issue (Getz 
& Kirkley, 2003). Additionally, the program provided a 
sticker, which, although graphically different, similarly 
served as a visible sign of recognition. Articles were 
excluded if these aspects were not specified or there was 
no specific reference to the Safe Zone programs.

Articles about the same research were included if they 
highlighted different aspects of collected data and gave help-
ful insights about Safe Zone programs. When work had no 
specific connection with Safe Zone interventions, it was 
excluded despite the additional hints of the importance of 
these trainings because our review focused on Safe Zone pro-
grams as a specific and recognizable form of training, typi-
cally marked by post-training visibility tools (e.g., stickers 
or placards). We did not incorporate publications pointing to 
Safe Zone programs only as a future direction, since they did 
not offer empirical findings or concrete information relevant 
to our research questions. These exclusions were necessary 
to ensure that the studies provided direct, detailed, and appli-
cable evidence related to the goals of this review. Moreover, 
studies with sole student training were excluded, in contrast 
with the objective of the Safe Zone project. Indeed, the Safe 
Zone programs aim to educate teachers, school administra-
tors, and staff members, considering the relevance of their 
position (Black et al., 2012; Blazar & Kraft, 2017; Payne & 
Smith, 2012b). Unlike student-focused interventions, these 
trainings aim to equip institutional actors with the compe-
tencies to foster a safe and welcoming academic community 
(GLSEN, 2022; Pennell, 2017). Assigning such responsi-
bilities to students—particularly those from minoritized 
groups—would risk placing an undue burden on individuals 
who already face disproportionate challenges within educa-
tional settings (Kosciw et al., 2020; Snapp et al., 2015). No 
additional exclusion criteria were applied beyond the initial 
screening process.
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Search Strategy

The present systematic review with a meta-analytic 
approach was reported according to the Preferred Report-
ing Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses 
(PRISMA) guidelines (Moher et  al., 2015). Published 
and unpublished studies were located in three ways per 
the PRISMA statement regarding the systematic data col-
lection reporting (see the flow diagram in Fig. 1). The 
articles were identified by a comprehensive search of (a) 
Scopus, PsycInfo, Web of Science Core Collection, and 
ERIC (Education Resources Information Center). Further 
studies were identified by (b) examining the references 
from selected papers and (c) contacting authors working 
on Safe Zone trainings to solicit published and unpub-
lished studies. Regarding the latter approach (c), when we 
contacted authors to request the full texts of papers that 
were not available online, we also took the opportunity 
to ask whether they had any additional work on the topic 
of Safe Zones—either unpublished or published but not 
retrieved in our initial search. This procedure allowed us to 
include unpublished studies to minimize publication bias 
and ensure a comprehensive overview of the field. Regard-
less of publication status, all studies were subjected to a 

rigorous quality assessment using standardized appraisal 
tools (e.g., STROBE checklist).

The investigation was conducted from November 2023 
to May 2024, and the search included all original research 
articles published with no limitations about year of publi-
cation. The exact search term combinations were: ([“safe* 
zone*” OR “safe* space*” OR “safe* program*” OR “ally 
program*” OR “positive space*” OR “safe* school*”] 
AND [universit* OR colleg* OR school*] AND [LGB* OR 
GLB* OR “non heterosexual” OR “non-heterosexual” OR 
“nonheterosexual” OR gay OR homosexual* OR lesbian* 
OR bisex* OR bi-sex* OR transgender* OR transsex* OR 
“female-to-male” OR “male-to-female” OR “trans female” 
OR “trans wom*” OR “trans male” OR “trans man” OR 
“trans men” OR “trans people” OR “trans person*” OR 
“trans individual*” OR “trans-sexuality” OR transvestite 
OR nonbinary OR non-binary OR “non binary” OR “gender 
non-conforming” OR “gender nonconforming” OR “gender 
non conforming” OR queer OR genderqueer OR gender-
queer OR “genderfluid” OR gender-fluid OR “gender fluid” 
OR pangender OR agender OR demigender OR demi-gender 
OR bigender OR trigender OR “gender varian*” OR “gender 
divers*” OR gender-divers* OR “gender creativ*” OR “gen-
der minorit*” OR “sexual minorit*”]). They were all placed 

Fig. 1   PRISMA flowchart of the study selection
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within titles, abstracts, and keywords in Scopus and Web 
of Science Core Collection databases and within full text 
in PsycInfo and ERIC databases to retrieve extensive data. 
We had no restrictions about language and year of publica-
tion, collecting articles from the beginning of the database 
through May 2024. However, all studies meeting the inclu-
sion criteria were written in English.

A total of 1,029 potentially relevant empirical studies, 
including journal articles, theses, and dissertations, were 
located, and each was reviewed to determine its eligibil-
ity for inclusion. The large number of studies examined in 
detail was primarily because the expressions “safe zone” 
and “safe space” often have a general meaning inconsistent 
with our purposes; thus, 785 studies were excluded at the 
first screening.

Data Extraction

The primary publications were screened, and the stud-
ies were removed according to the inclusion criteria. The 
resulting information was extracted using a structured tem-
plate containing the following categories: author(s), year of 
publication, country, type (e.g., dissertation, commentary, 
report, and posters) and status of publication (published or 
unpublished), language (e.g., English, Spanish, French), 
study design (cross-sectional or longitudinal), method (quan-
titative, qualitative or mixed), sample size, demographic 
information of participants (e.g., age, gender, race, sexual 
orientation), type of measure (e.g., survey, interview, focus 
group), and educational level (middle school, high school, 
and university).

We conducted a qualitative analysis to condense the main 
findings of the different publications into research themes. 
Thematic Analysis (TA) was conducted following Braun and 
Clarke’s reflexive approach (2006, 2019, 2022), emphasiz-
ing interpretative depth over quantification. The research 
team reviewed the publications. The first, second, and sixth 
authors independently familiarized themselves with the 
material and open-coded the publications. A shared code-
book was then developed through discussion, and codes were 
collaboratively organized into overarching themes, allowing 
some studies to fall into multiple categories. Discrepancies 
were resolved through dialogue until consensus was reached, 
and no inter-coder agreement statistics were computed, con-
sistent with the epistemological orientation of reflexive TA. 
In line with a reflexive thematic analysis approach (Braun 
& Clarke, 2019), we did not compute inter-coder agree-
ment statistics, as the focus was on interpretative depth 
and thematic coherence rather than quantification. While 
such an approach does not yield universally generalisable 
conclusions (Thomas & Harden, 2008), it offers valuable 
insights into recurring themes and patterns that can inform 
policy and practice (Newman et al., 2006). We utilized the 

STROBE (Strengthening the Reporting of Observational 
Studies in Epidemiology) checklist, which comprises 22 
key items, to assess the quality of the studies included in 
this systematic review (Vandenbroucke et al., 2007). Using 
this procedure, we calculated the STROBE results for each 
study, categorizing articles as low (0–7 items), intermediate 
(8–14 items), and high quality (15–22 items). We selected 
STROBE because most of the included studies were obser-
vational, and the version we used of this tool was specifically 
designed to assess the reporting quality of observational 
research. Compared to more general or qualitative appraisal 
frameworks, STROBE allows for a structured and standard-
ized evaluation aligned with the methodological character-
istics of the studies examined (Vandenbroucke et al., 2007).

In reviewing the literature on the effects of Safe Zone 
training on participants, two outcomes—knowledge and atti-
tudes—emerged as both theoretically salient and sufficiently 
reported across studies to be eligible for meta-analytic pro-
cedures. Thus, for the meta-analytic approach, the effect size 
of each study was summarized in terms of Cohen’s dp, which 
expresses the standardized mean change using raw score 
standardization with pooled standard deviations (Cousineau, 
2020). Cohen’s d was calculated using means and standard 
deviations provided in the articles. Given that the studies 
included in the meta-analysis used within-subjects (pre-post) 
designs, we employed the dₚ (Cohen’s d for paired samples) 
as recommended by Morris and DeShon (2002).

Cohen’s dp was thus computed using the mean and stand-
ard deviation of knowledge and attitudes measured before 
and after participants’ exposure to the Safe Zone training. 
The computation of Cohen’s dp requires the consideration 
of the correlation coefficient between the relevant repeated 
measures. However, none of the selected studies, except 
one (unpublished; Baiocco 2024), reported such infor-
mation within the manuscript, nor was other alternative 
statistical information available. We tried to ask for such 
coefficients from the authors of the interested papers, but 
could not secure any positive responses. When research-
ers did not report sufficient information for a knowledge or 
attitude measure (e.g., no means or SDs, or the measures 
of knowledge were aggregated into a general competency 
measure), corresponding authors were contacted. Authors 
were contacted for 12 articles and two dissertations. Each 
author was contacted once via email, and while we antici-
pated responses from at least a portion of them, no replies 
were received with the necessary statistics. Thus, as sug-
gested by several works about effect size computation in 
repeated measures designs (e.g., Jané et al., 2024; Skvarc & 
Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, 2024), we proceeded by including the 
test–retest reliability coefficient where available or by com-
puting the minimum reliable correlation coefficient through 
sensitivity analysis. Specifically, we retrieved the test–retest 
reliability of the Knowledge subscale of the Lesbian, Gay, 



	 Sexuality Research and Social Policy

and Bisexual Knowledge and Attitudes Scale for Hetero-
sexuals (LGBKASH) through Worthington et al. (2005) vali-
dation article and the test–retest reliability of the Attitude 
subscale of the Sexual Orientation Counselor Competency 
Scale (SOOCS) through Bidell’s (2005) study.

For five studies, the test–retest reliability was not retrieved 
because they used ad hoc instruments (Nielsen, 2017; Owens 
& Mattheus, 2022; unpublished; Baiocco (Baiocco 2024) 
or the Riddle Homophobia Scale (Finkel et al., 2003; Scher, 
2008), for which this index is not available. We calculated 
the minimum reliable correlation through a sensitivity analy-
sis in these cases, based on the smallest effect size statisti-
cally detectable given each study’s sample size. The analy-
ses were performed implementing a random effect model 
and using the metafor package (version 4.6–0) in R (R 
Core Team, 2024) via the RStudio graphical interface. The 
metafor package is a widely validated and extensively used 
open-source tool for conducting meta-analyses (Viechtbauer, 
2010), providing robust and reproducible methods for effect 
size estimation, heterogeneity assessment, and publication 
bias detection.

Results

We identified 1,029 articles regarding Safe Zones: 364 from 
PsycInfo, 229 from Scopus, 170 from Web of Science Core 
Collection, 183 from ERIC, and 83 other records (quotation 
of selected papers = 62 and Contact with authors working on 
Safe Zone trainings = 21) were added through other sources 
(e.g., examination of the citations from selected papers, grey 
literature). We removed 314 duplicates, and the titles and 
abstracts of the remaining articles were screened based on 
the inclusion criteria. During this process, 471 records were 
excluded due to failure to meet the necessary criteria. After 
evaluating the full-text articles for eligibility, 121 records 
were excluded for various reasons (see Fig. 1 for more 
details), including 123 articles in the systematic review.

The final selection consisted of 69 empirical research 
studies and 54 non-empirical publications. The empirical 
studies analyzed in this review were quantitative (n = 24), 
qualitative (n = 29), and mixed methods (n = 17). The pub-
lications included were primarily scientific papers and book 
chapters, but we also considered dissertations, commentar-
ies, reports, and posters. Regarding the research charac-
teristics, sample sizes ranged from 2 to 9,190 individuals, 
usually including school and university teaching and non-
teaching staff, but sometimes also pre-service students (indi-
viduals pursuing their university studies and preparing to 
become professionals in education, psychology, and related 
disciplines).

All studies included participants over 18 years in their 
sample. The studies were conducted in different countries: 

Almost all studies (94%) were in the United States (n = 115), 
4% in Canada (n = 5), and 2% in Europe (one in Ireland; one 
in the UK; one in Italy). Many of these empirical studies did 
not primarily focus on Safe Zones. They were included in 
this systematic review due to their theoretical frameworks 
or implications related to Safe Zone training.

Three main research areas have been identified: (A) Safe 
Zone guidelines and best practices (n = 112); (B) Safe Zone 
contents (n = 44); (C) Safe Zone and outcomes (n = 37). In 
Table 1, we summarized the thematic categorization.

Within the first research area, Safe Zone guidelines and 
best practices, we identified two sub-categories: (A1) How 
and when to structure a Safe Zone and (A2) Practical exam-
ples. The first sub-category, How and when to structure a 
Safe Zone, included all those articles that explain how to 
structure a Safe Zone and publications that have enhanced 
the use of Safe Zones as an intervention tool while investi-
gating other dimensions. The second sub-category, Practi-
cal examples, concerned those studies that delved into the 
implementation strategies of Safe Zones, elaborating on the 
methodologies and approaches employed to establish train-
ing in educational contexts.

The second identified research area, Safe Zone contents, 
focused on the content covered in the Safe Zone trainings. 
Articles selected for this category were included based 
on what was explicitly stated in the article. There may be 
other themes not reported in this section that were either 
not expressly mentioned or were generally summarized, 
considering the primary focus of some papers was not to 
provide a detailed description or explanation of Safe Zone 
trainings. These publications explained what topics were 
being addressed in the training. In this sense, we identified 
three sub-categories: (B1) LGBTQ + knowledge; (B2) Being 
an ally; and (B3) Disparity awareness. The first sub-cate-
gory, LGBTQ + knowledge, gathers training topics around 
LGBTQ + terminology and vocabulary, LGBTQ + identi-
ties, sexual behavior, coming out, and LGBTQ + history and 

Table 1   Studies’ categorization according to the key aspects 
addressed in the publications (n = 123)

Several publications were included in more than one research area

Research areas Sub-categories

A. Safe Zone guidelines and best 
practices (n = 112)

A1 How and when to structure a 
Safe Zone (n = 84)

A2 Practical examples (n = 37)
B. Safe Zones contents (n = 44) B1 LGBTQ + knowledge (n = 36)

B2 Being an ally (n = 34)
B3 Disparity awareness (n = 32)

C. Safe Zones and outcomes 
(n = 37)

C1 Trained people (n = 30)

C2 Students’ well-being (n = 12)
C3 Context enhancement (n = 8)
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culture. Being an ally includes topics related to allyship, use-
ful resources, and practical strategies an ally can carry out. 
Disparity awareness refers to developing awareness about 
one’s own biases and privileges, as well as the conditions of 
LGBTQ + individuals related to discrimination and harass-
ment, including providing statistics.

The third research area, Safe Zone and outcomes, was 
categorized into three main sub-categories: (C1) Trained 
people, (C2) Students’ well-being, and (C3) Context 
enhancement. The first sub-category, Trained people, 
encompasses studies that assess outcomes among those 
who received the training, such as teachers, school psy-
chologists, and staff, focusing on improving attitudes, 
knowledge, skills, and self-efficacy to act as allies. The sec-
ond sub-category, Student well-being, includes studies that 
explore how Safe Zone training influences various aspects 
of students’ psychological and emotional well-being. In 
contrast, Context enhancement refers to studies that con-
sider contextual factors as measures of well-being, such as 
campus climate and availability of supportive resources. 
Some publications were included in more than one theme 
because the contents of the studies pertained to more than 
one research area.

Among the 123 studies included in this systematic 
review, 57 were assigned to more than one thematic 
domain, underscoring the complexity and multidimension-
ality of Safe Zone training interventions. Details regard-
ing the specific studies and their corresponding thematic 
classifications are presented in Table 2. We also presented 
details about the research (e.g., country), study design, % 
of staff trained, thematic categorization, and the STROBE 
in Table 2. Specifically, analyzing the 22 items proposed 
in STROBE, we found that the number of covered items 
varied from 4 to 17. Specifically, eight studies were clas-
sified as high quality, 32 as intermediate quality, and 16 
as low quality. For 67 publications, applying this index 
was not possible for several reasons. Most of these stud-
ies were non-empirical, rendering the STROBE analysis 
inapplicable.

Safe Zone Guidelines and Best Practices (n = 112)

In the first research area (A), we identified 112 articles. 
Eighty-four described how and when to structure a Safe 
Zone (A1). For instance, Evans (2002) reported six key 
considerations for effective Safe Zone training. In this 
category, two publications were proposed as manuals for 
trainers (Herriott & Halcro, 2014; Office of Diversity & 
Inclusion, 2023), giving an overview of the values and 
purpose of being a Safe Zone ally and practical recom-
mendations regarding training on these topics. One pub-
lication was proposed as a manual for people participat-
ing in a Safe Zone program (Zinko & Jasinski, 2020), 

providing a compendium of valuable resources. Within 
this sub-category, five publications focused on religious 
universities implementing Safe Zone trainings (Coley, 
2018; Ginicola et  al., 2016; Hughes, 2015; Kirkley & 
Getz, 2007; Yoakam, 2007).

Again, 37 publications gave Practical examples of Safe 
Zone training (A2). As a representative example of a Safe 
Zone training, the work of McCavanagh and Cadaret (2022) 
proposed the creation of a Safe Space for LGBTQ + student-
athletes (Brave Space initiative), giving details about train-
ing content and the number of hours spent for each session. 
Within this category, ten articles analyzed the implemen-
tation of these pieces of training in Science, Technology, 
Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) to raise the visibility 
of queer issues in these fields and provide a sense of com-
munity for LGBTQ + STEM students and faculty (Baiocco, 
2024; Cech & Rothwell, 2018; Cech et al., 2016, 2017; 
Chavela Guerra & Farrell, 2023; Farrell et al., 2016, 2018; 
Forbes, 2022; Hughes, 2018; Hughes & Watson, 2023). 
Three articles explored the Reduction of Stigma in Schools 
program (RSIS). Two focused on RSIS rationale and empiri-
cal foundations (Payne & Smith, 2010, 2011). One focused 
on a critical reflection on the foundational aspects of this 
training (Payne & Smith, 2012b).

Three articles examined the Rainbow Educator Program 
(REP), reporting an experience at the University of San 
Diego and stressing the goals of this training (Getz & Kirk-
ley, 2003, 2006; Kirkley & Getz, 2007). These three studies 
refer to the same overarching research project conducted 
at the University of San Diego, with each article empha-
sizing different dimensions of the Rainbow Educator Pro-
gram (REP), thereby offering a multifaceted exploration of 
the training’s goals, implementation, and challenges. They 
also explored the REP team members’ experiences from 
the program’s first two years (Getz & Kirkley, 2006). Five 
articles explored the perspectives of people facilitating Safe 
Zone training (Catalano, 2022; Catalano et al., 2023; Ebel-
har, 2021; Ryan et al., 2013; Young & McKibban, 2014). 
Moreover, two of these articles indicated that training was 
compulsory for all or part of their institution (Coley, 2018; 
Finkel et al., 2003). The review consolidates insights from 
studies that examine the practical dimensions of Safe Zone 
training, including implementation timing, context-specific 
adaptations, and illustrative examples that inform effective 
practice.

Safe Zone Contents (n = 44)

Within the second research area (B), we identified 44 stud-
ies that outlined the main topics covered in the Safe Zone 
training. Thirty-eight were categorized in the first sub-
category (B1) because it focused on LGBTQ + knowledge 
as a relevant theme within the Safe Zone program. Eleven 



	 Sexuality Research and Social Policy

Ta
bl

e 
2  

S
am

pl
e 

ch
ar

ac
te

ris
tic

s a
nd

 a
ss

es
sm

en
t m

et
ho

ds
 o

f t
he

 re
vi

ew
ed

 st
ud

ie
s i

nv
es

tig
at

in
g 

Sa
fe

 Z
on

e 
tra

in
in

gs
 (n

 =
 12

3)

A
ut

ho
r(

s)
Ye

ar
 o

f
pu

bl
ic

at
io

n
C

ou
nt

ry
Re

se
ar

ch
 d

es
ig

n
%

 (n
) o

f s
ta

ff 
tra

in
ed

M
ea

su
re

s
Th

em
at

ic
 c

at
eg

or
iz

a-
tio

n
ST

RO
B

E

A
ck

er
m

an
 e

t a
l

20
12

U
SA

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l Q

N
N

/A
Su

rv
ey

A
1

N
/A

*
A

li
20

17
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1

N
/A

A
lv

ar
ez

 &
 S

ch
ne

id
er

20
08

U
SA

N
on

-e
m

pi
ric

al
N

/A
N

/A
A

1
N

/A
A

th
er

to
n 

et
 a

l
20

16
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1

N
/A

B
ae

z
20

07
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1

N
/A

B
al

la
rd

 e
t a

l
20

08
U

SA
Lo

ng
itu

di
na

l M
M

32
%

 (1
9)

Su
rv

ey
A

2;
 C

1;
 C

2
In

te
rm

ed
ia

te
 q

ua
lit

y
B

ar
bo

ur
20

14
U

SA
C

ro
ss

-s
ec

tio
na

l Q
L

N
/A

In
te

rv
ie

w
s

A
1;

 B
1

N
/A

*
B

ee
m

yn
20

03
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1;

 B
1;

 B
2

N
/A

B
la

ck
 e

t a
l

20
12

U
SA

N
on

-e
m

pi
ric

al
N

/A
N

/A
A

1
N

/A
B

oe
se

n 
et

 a
l

20
15

U
SA

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l 

M
M

10
0%

 (6
57

)
Su

rv
ey

A
1;

 C
1

H
ig

h 
qu

al
ity

B
ru

no
20

08
U

SA
C

ro
ss

-s
ec

tio
na

l Q
N

N
/A

Su
rv

ey
B

1;
 B

2;
 B

3
In

te
rm

ed
ia

te
 q

ua
lit

y
B

ru
no

20
09

U
SA

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l Q

N
N

/A
Su

rv
ey

C
1;

 C
2

Lo
w

 q
ua

lit
y

B
ul

la
rd

20
04

U
SA

Lo
ng

itu
di

na
l Q

L
N

/A
In

te
rv

ie
w

s
A

1;
 B

1;
 B

2;
 B

3
N

/A
*

B
ur

ge
ss

20
05

C
an

ad
a

N
on

-e
m

pi
ric

al
N

/A
N

/A
A

2
N

/A
B

yr
d

20
10

U
SA

Lo
ng

itu
di

na
l Q

N
10

0%
 (7

4)
Su

rv
ey

A
2;

 C
1

In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 q
ua

lit
y

B
yr

d 
&

 H
ay

s
20

13
U

SA
Lo

ng
itu

di
na

l Q
N

10
0%

 (7
4)

Su
rv

ey
A

2;
 C

1
H

ig
h 

qu
al

ity
C

ar
ra

ra
20

15
U

SA
Lo

ng
itu

di
na

l M
M

10
0%

 (4
)

Su
rv

ey
 a

nd
 in

te
r-

vi
ew

s
A

2;
 C

1
In

te
rm

ed
ia

te
 q

ua
lit

y

C
at

al
an

o
20

22
U

SA
C

ro
ss

-s
ec

tio
na

l Q
L

10
0%

 (8
7)

In
te

rv
ie

w
s

A
1

H
ig

h 
qu

al
ity

C
at

al
an

o 
&

 C
hr

ist
ia

en
s

20
22

U
SA

N
on

-e
m

pi
ric

al
N

/A
N

/A
A

1;
 B

1;
 B

3
N

/A
C

at
al

an
o 

et
 a

l
20

23
U

SA
C

ro
ss

-s
ec

tio
na

l Q
L

N
/A

In
te

rv
ie

w
s

A
1

Lo
w

 q
ua

lit
y

C
ec

h 
&

 R
ot

hw
el

l
20

18
U

SA
C

ro
ss

-s
ec

tio
na

l Q
N

N
/A

Su
rv

ey
A

1;
 B

1;
 B

2
N

/A
*

C
ec

h 
et

 a
l

20
17

U
SA

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l Q

N
N

/A
Su

rv
ey

A
1

In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 q
ua

lit
y

C
ha

ud
oi

r e
t a

l
20

17
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1;

 C
3

N
/A

C
ha

ve
la

 G
ue

rr
a 

&
 F

ar
re

ll
20

23
Ir

el
an

d
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1;

 B
2;

 B
3

N
/A

C
ol

ey
20

18
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1;

 B
2

N
/A

C
uy

ah
og

a 
C

om
m

un
ity

 C
ol

le
ge

20
23

U
SA

N
on

-e
m

pi
ric

al
N

/A
N

/A
A

1;
 B

1;
 B

2;
 B

3
N

/A
D

eV
ita

 &
 A

nd
er

s
20

18
U

SA
C

ro
ss

-s
ec

tio
na

l Q
L

N
/A

In
te

rv
ie

w
s

A
1;

 B
1;

 B
3

In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 q
ua

lit
y

D
eW

itt
20

12
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1

N
/A

D
ra

ug
hn

 e
t a

l
20

14
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1;

 B
1;

 B
2;

 B
3

N
/A

D
uB

oi
s &

 L
os

off
20

15
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1

N
/A

E 
C

ec
h 

et
 a

l
20

16
U

SA
C

ro
ss

-s
ec

tio
na

l Q
N

N
/A

Su
rv

ey
A

1
In

te
rm

ed
ia

te
 q

ua
lit

y
Eb

el
ha

r
20

21
U

SA
C

ro
ss

-s
ec

tio
na

l Q
L

N
/A

In
te

rv
ie

w
s, 

fie
ld

 n
ot

es
, 

an
d 

do
cu

m
en

t 
re

vi
ew

A
1;

 B
1;

 B
2;

 B
3

In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 q
ua

lit
y



Sexuality Research and Social Policy	

Ta
bl

e 
2  

(c
on

tin
ue

d)

A
ut

ho
r(

s)
Ye

ar
 o

f
pu

bl
ic

at
io

n
C

ou
nt

ry
Re

se
ar

ch
 d

es
ig

n
%

 (n
) o

f s
ta

ff 
tra

in
ed

M
ea

su
re

s
Th

em
at

ic
 c

at
eg

or
iz

a-
tio

n
ST

RO
B

E

Ei
se

nb
er

g
20

02
U

SA
C

ro
ss

-s
ec

tio
na

l Q
N

N
/A

Su
rv

ey
A

1;
 C

2
N

/A
*

Ei
se

nb
er

g 
&

 W
ec

hs
le

r
20

03
U

SA
C

ro
ss

-s
ec

tio
na

l Q
N

N
/A

Su
rv

ey
A

1
N

/A
*

Ev
an

s
20

00
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1

N
/A

Ev
an

s
20

02
U

SA
Lo

ng
itu

di
na

l Q
L

N
/A

In
te

rv
ie

w
 a

nd
 

O
bs

A
2;

 C
1;

 C
2;

 C
3

In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 q
ua

lit
y

Ev
an

s &
 H

er
rio

tt
20

04
U

SA
C

ro
ss

-s
ec

tio
na

l Q
L

N
/A

A
ut

oe
th

no
gr

ap
hy

 
as

si
gn

m
en

t, 
O

bs
. a

nd
 d

oc
u-

m
en

t r
ev

ie
w

A
1

In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 q
ua

lit
y

Fa
nu

cc
e 

&
 T

au
b

20
10

U
SA

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l Q

N
N

/A
Su

rv
ey

A
1

N
/A

*
Fa

rr
el

l e
t a

l
20

16
U

SA
Lo

ng
itu

di
na

l M
M

10
0%

 (2
70

)
Su

rv
ey

 a
nd

 o
bs

A
1;

 A
2;

 B
2;

 B
3;

 C
1

Lo
w

 q
ua

lit
y

Fa
rr

el
l e

t a
l

20
18

U
SA

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l 

M
M

10
0%

 (1
7)

Su
rv

ey
 a

nd
 o

bs
A

1;
 A

2;
 B

2;
 B

3;
 C

1;
 

C
3

In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 q
ua

lit
y

Fi
nk

el
 e

t a
l

20
03

U
SA

Lo
ng

itu
di

na
l M

M
3%

 (2
)

Su
rv

ey
A

1;
 A

2;
 B

1;
 B

2;
 C

1;
 

C
3

In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 q
ua

lit
y

Fi
sh

er
 &

 K
en

ne
dy

20
12

U
SA

N
on

-e
m

pi
ric

al
N

/A
N

/A
A

1
N

/A
Fo

rb
es

20
22

U
SA

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l Q

L
N

/A
In

te
rv

ie
w

s
A

1
N

/A
*

Fo
x

20
07

U
K

N
on

-e
m

pi
ric

al
N

/A
N

/A
A

1
N

/A
Fr

an
k 

&
 C

an
no

n
20

09
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1

N
/A

G
ar

be
r

20
14

U
SA

N
on

-e
m

pi
ric

al
N

/A
N

/A
A

2
N

/A
G

ay
 a

nd
 L

es
bi

an
 M

ed
ic

al
 A

ss
oc

ia
-

tio
n

20
01

U
SA

N
on

-e
m

pi
ric

al
N

/A
N

/A
A

1
N

/A

G
et

z 
&

 K
irk

le
y

20
03

U
SA

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l Q

L
10

0%
 (2

0)
In

te
rv

ie
w

s
A

1;
 A

2;
 B

1;
 B

3;
 C

1;
 

C
2;

 C
3

Lo
w

 q
ua

lit
y

G
et

z 
&

 K
irk

le
y

20
06

U
SA

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l Q

L
10

0%
 (2

0)
In

te
rv

ie
w

s
A

2;
 B

1;
 C

1
Lo

w
 q

ua
lit

y
G

in
ic

ol
a 

et
 a

l
20

16
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1

N
/A

G
la

ss
m

an
n

20
12

U
SA

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l Q

L
N

/A
In

te
rv

ie
w

s
A

2
N

/A
*

G
ow

er
 e

t a
l

20
18

U
SA

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l Q

N
N

/A
Su

rv
ey

A
1

H
ig

h 
qu

al
ity

G
ra

ve
s

20
19

U
SA

N
on

-e
m

pi
ric

al
N

/A
N

/A
A

2
N

/A
G

rz
an

ka
 e

t a
l

20
15

U
SA

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l Q

L
N

/A
In

te
rv

ie
w

s
A

2
N

/A
*

G
ue

rr
a 

et
 a

l
20

16
U

SA
C

ro
ss

-s
ec

tio
na

l Q
N

N
/A

Su
rv

ey
A

2;
 B

1;
 B

2;
 B

3;
 C

1
In

te
rm

ed
ia

te
 q

ua
lit

y
H

ay
es

20
05

U
SA

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l Q

N
0%

 (0
)

Su
rv

ey
A

2;
 C

2
In

te
rm

ed
ia

te
 q

ua
lit

y
H

en
qu

in
et

 e
t a

l
20

00
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
2;

 C
2

N
/A

H
er

rio
tt 

&
 H

al
cr

o
20

14
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1;

 B
1;

 B
2;

 B
3

N
/A

H
ug

he
s

20
15

U
SA

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l Q

L
N

/A
In

te
rv

ie
w

s
A

1
In

te
rm

ed
ia

te
 q

ua
lit

y
H

ug
he

s
20

18
U

SA
Lo

ng
itu

di
na

l Q
N

N
/A

Su
rv

ey
A

1
N

/A
*



	 Sexuality Research and Social Policy

Ta
bl

e 
2  

(c
on

tin
ue

d)

A
ut

ho
r(

s)
Ye

ar
 o

f
pu

bl
ic

at
io

n
C

ou
nt

ry
Re

se
ar

ch
 d

es
ig

n
%

 (n
) o

f s
ta

ff 
tra

in
ed

M
ea

su
re

s
Th

em
at

ic
 c

at
eg

or
iz

a-
tio

n
ST

RO
B

E

H
ug

he
s

20
20

U
SA

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l Q

L
73

%
 (3

8)
In

te
rv

ie
w

s, 
do

cu
-

m
en

t r
ev

ie
w

 
an

d 
O

bs

C
1;

 C
2;

 C
3

In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 q
ua

lit
y

H
ug

he
s &

 W
at

so
n

20
23

U
SA

N
on

-e
m

pi
ric

al
N

/A
N

/A
A

1
N

/A
Ill

ig
 e

t a
l

20
22

U
SA

Lo
ng

itu
di

na
l Q

L
N

/A
Su

rv
ey

A
2;

 C
1

Lo
w

 q
ua

lit
y

Je
lto

va
 &

 F
is

h
20

13
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1

N
/A

Jo
hn

so
n

20
14

U
SA

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l Q

N
N

/A
D

oc
um

en
t r

ev
ie

w
A

1
In

te
rm

ed
ia

te
 q

ua
lit

y
Jo

ne
s e

t a
l

20
14

U
SA

Lo
ng

itu
di

na
l Q

N
N

/A
Su

rv
ey

A
2

N
/A

*
K

ea
rn

s e
t a

l
20

14
C

an
ad

a
Lo

ng
itu

di
na

l M
M

N
/A

Su
rv

ey
, f

ol
lo

w
-u

p 
in

te
rv

ie
w

s a
nd

 
FG

A
2;

 B
1;

 B
2;

 C
1

Lo
w

 q
ua

lit
y

K
ea

rn
s e

t a
l

20
14

C
an

ad
a

Lo
ng

itu
di

na
l M

M
N

/A
Su

rv
ey

, F
G

, 
fo

llo
w

-u
p 

in
te

r-
vi

ew
s

A
2;

 B
1;

 B
2;

 B
3;

 C
1

In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 q
ua

lit
y

K
irk

le
y 

&
 G

et
z

20
07

U
SA

N
on

-e
m

pi
ric

al
N

/A
N

/A
A

1;
 B

1
N

/A
K

oc
et

 &
 V

al
en

te
20

21
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1

N
/A

Le
w

is
 &

 P
ur

ce
ll

20
15

U
SA

N
on

-e
m

pi
ric

al
N

/A
N

/A
A

1
N

/A
Li

nl
ey

 &
 N

gu
ye

n
20

15
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1

N
/A

Li
nl

ey
 e

t a
l

20
16

U
SA

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l 

M
M

N
/A

Su
rv

ey
s a

nd
 

in
te

rv
ie

w
s

A
1;

 B
1;

 B
2;

 B
3

In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 q
ua

lit
y

Li
pk

a
20

11
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1

N
/A

M
ac

k
20

14
U

SA
Lo

ng
itu

di
na

l M
M

15
%

 (1
0)

Su
rv

ey
A

2;
 B

1;
 B

2;
 B

3;
 C

1
H

ig
h 

qu
al

ity
B

ai
oc

co
20

24
Ita

ly
C

ro
ss

-s
ec

tio
na

l 
M

M
10

0%
 (1

6)
Su

rv
ey

A
2

In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 q
ua

lit
y

M
cC

av
an

ag
h 

&
 C

ad
ar

et
20

22
U

SA
Lo

ng
itu

di
na

l Q
N

53
%

 (2
6)

Su
rv

ey
A

1;
 A

2;
 B

1;
 B

2;
 B

3;
 

C
1

Lo
w

 q
ua

lit
y

M
cC

le
lla

n
20

23
U

SA
C

ro
ss

-s
ec

tio
na

l Q
L

N
/A

In
te

rv
ie

w
s

C
2

In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 q
ua

lit
y

M
en

de
nh

al
l

20
21

U
SA

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l Q

L
0%

 (0
)

In
te

rv
ie

w
s

C
2

In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 q
ua

lit
y

M
itt

on
-K

uk
ne

r e
t a

l
20

16
C

an
ad

a
Lo

ng
itu

di
na

l M
M

10
0%

 (9
)

Su
rv

ey
, F

G
, 

In
te

rv
ie

w
s

A
2;

 B
1;

 B
2;

 B
3;

 C
1

Lo
w

 q
ua

lit
y

M
or

ris
on

20
22

U
SA

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l Q

L
10

0%
 (2

)
Su

rv
ey

A
1;

 B
1;

 B
2;

 B
3

In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 q
ua

lit
y

M
ye

rs
 &

 M
cM

ill
er

20
21

U
SA

Lo
ng

itu
di

na
l Q

T
N

/A
Su

rv
ey

A
1

N
/A

N
at

io
na

l I
ns

tit
ut

e 
of

 H
ea

lth
20

15
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1

N
/A

N
ie

ls
en

20
17

U
SA

Lo
ng

itu
di

na
l Q

N
10

0%
 (1

4)
Su

rv
ey

A
2;

 B
1;

 B
2;

 B
3;

 C
1

In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 q
ua

lit
y

O
ta

-W
an

g
20

16
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1

N
/A

O
tte

nr
itt

er
20

12
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1

N
/A

O
w

en
s &

 M
at

th
eu

s
20

22
U

SA
Lo

ng
itu

di
na

l M
M

10
0%

 (6
4)

Su
rv

ey
A

2;
 B

1;
 B

2;
 B

3;
 C

1
In

te
rm

ed
ia

te
 q

ua
lit

y



Sexuality Research and Social Policy	

Ta
bl

e 
2  

(c
on

tin
ue

d)

A
ut

ho
r(

s)
Ye

ar
 o

f
pu

bl
ic

at
io

n
C

ou
nt

ry
Re

se
ar

ch
 d

es
ig

n
%

 (n
) o

f s
ta

ff 
tra

in
ed

M
ea

su
re

s
Th

em
at

ic
 c

at
eg

or
iz

a-
tio

n
ST

RO
B

E

Pa
yn

e 
&

 S
m

ith
20

10
U

SA
C

ro
ss

-s
ec

tio
na

l 
M

M
10

0%
 (3

22
)

Su
rv

ey
, i

nt
er

-
vi

ew
s, 

fo
llo

w
-

up
 q

ue
sti

on
-

na
ire

s

A
1;

 A
2;

 B
1;

 B
3;

 C
1

Lo
w

 q
ua

lit
y

Pa
yn

e 
&

 S
m

ith
20

11
U

SA
C

ro
ss

-s
ec

tio
na

l 
M

M
10

0%
 (3

22
)

In
te

rv
ie

w
s

A
1;

 A
2;

 B
1;

 B
2;

 B
3

N
/A

*

Pa
yn

e 
&

 S
m

ith
20

12
U

SA
C

ro
ss

-s
ec

tio
na

l 
M

M
10

0%
 (3

22
)

In
te

rv
ie

w
s

A
1;

 A
2;

 B
1;

 B
2;

 B
3;

 
C

1
Lo

w
 q

ua
lit

y

Ph
oe

ni
x

20
11

U
SA

N
on

-e
m

pi
ric

al
N

/A
N

/A
A

1
N

/A
Po

yn
te

r
20

04
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1;

 B
1;

 B
2;

 B
3

N
/A

Po
yn

te
r

20
16

U
SA

N
on

-e
m

pi
ric

al
N

/A
N

/A
A

1
N

/A
Po

yn
te

r
20

16
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1

N
/A

Po
yn

te
r &

 T
ub

bs
20

08
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1;

 B
1;

 B
2

N
/A

Po
yn

te
r &

 T
ub

bs
20

16
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1;

 B
1;

 B
2

N
/A

Pr
es

to
n 

&
 H

off
m

an
20

15
U

SA
C

ro
ss

-s
ec

tio
na

l Q
L

N
/A

D
oc

um
en

t r
ev

ie
w

 
an

d 
in

te
rv

ie
w

s
A

2
In

te
rm

ed
ia

te
 q

ua
lit

y

R
as

hi
d 

et
 a

l
20

23
U

SA
Lo

ng
itu

di
na

l Q
N

10
0%

 (4
2)

Su
rv

ey
C

1
In

te
rm

ed
ia

te
 q

ua
lit

y
R

at
ts

 e
t a

l
20

13
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1;

 B
1;

 B
2;

 B
3

N
/A

Ru
ss

el
l e

t a
l

20
21

U
SA

N
on

-e
m

pi
ric

al
N

/A
N

/A
A

1
N

/A
Ry

an
 e

t a
l

20
13

U
SA

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l Q

L
10

0%
 (2

4)
D

oc
um

en
t r

ev
ie

w
 

an
d 

in
te

rv
ie

w
s

A
1

Lo
w

 q
ua

lit
y

Sa
do

w
sk

i
20

16
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1;

 B
2;

 B
3

N
/A

Sa
m

20
21

U
SA

N
on

-e
m

pi
ric

al
N

/A
N

/A
A

1
N

/A
Sc

he
r

20
08

U
SA

Lo
ng

itu
di

na
l Q

N
10

0%
 (3

7)
Su

rv
ey

C
1

H
ig

h 
qu

al
ity

Sé
rr

án
o

20
18

U
SA

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l Q

N
N

/A
Su

rv
ey

C
1

Lo
w

 q
ua

lit
y

Sh
at

tu
ck

 e
t a

l
20

20
U

SA
Lo

ng
itu

di
na

l Q
L

10
0%

 (1
87

)
In

te
rv

ie
w

s a
nd

 
FG

C
1;

 C
2

In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 q
ua

lit
y

Sm
ith

20
15

U
SA

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l Q

L
10

0%
 (1

3)
In

te
rv

ie
w

s
C

1
In

te
rm

ed
ia

te
 q

ua
lit

y
So

ye
r e

t a
l

20
23

U
SA

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l Q

L
0%

 (0
)

A
ut

oe
th

no
gr

ap
hy

 
as

si
gn

m
en

t:
A

1
In

te
rm

ed
ia

te
 q

ua
lit

y

St
ev

en
s

20
04

U
SA

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l Q

L
N

/A
In

te
rv

ie
w

s a
nd

 
FG

A
2

In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 q
ua

lit
y

Ta
lb

ur
t

20
09

U
SA

N
on

-e
m

pi
ric

al
N

/A
N

/A
A

1
N

/A
To

m
pk

in
s e

t a
l

20
17

C
an

ad
a

C
ro

ss
-s

ec
tio

na
l Q

L
10

0%
 (9

)
In

te
rv

ie
w

s, 
FG

A
2;

 B
1;

 B
3;

 C
1

Lo
w

 q
ua

lit
y

To
rr

es
 e

t a
l

20
16

U
SA

N
on

-e
m

pi
ric

al
N

/A
N

/A
A

1;
 B

1;
 B

2;
 B

3
N

/A
W

ei
ss

20
16

U
SA

N
on

-e
m

pi
ric

al
N

/A
N

/A
A

1
N

/A
W

hi
tm

an
20

13
U

SA
N

on
-e

m
pi

ric
al

N
/A

N
/A

A
1;

 B
1;

 B
2;

 B
3

N
/A



	 Sexuality Research and Social Policy

articles pointed out Safe Zones as training that addresses 
LGBTQ + identities and sexual behaviors (e.g., Bruno, 
2008; Herriott & Halcro, 2014; McCavanagh & Cadaret, 
2022; Morrison, 2022; Payne & Smith, 2011, 2012b; Tor-
res et al., 2016; Zinko & Jasinski, 2020). Nine articles 
included only one of the two topics mentioned above: five 
mentioned LGBTQ + identities (Catalano & Christiaens, 
2022; Ebelhar, 2021; Guerra et al., 2016; Linley et al., 
2016; Whitman, 2013), and four included sexual behav-
iors (Bullard, 2004; Kirkley & Getz, 2007; Poynter, 2004; 
Tompkins et al., 2017). Only eight works had a focus spe-
cifically on transgender and nonbinary issues (Beemyn, 
2003; Bruno, 2008; DeVita & Anders, 2018; Halcro, 
2014; Herriott & Halcro, 2014; Payne & Smith, 2010; 
Poynter & Tubbs, 2016a, 2016b, 2016c; Zinko & Jasin-
ski, 2020). Nineteen articles discussed terminology and 
LGBTQ + vocabulary (e.g., Draughn et al., 2014; Kearns 
et al., 2014a, 2014b; Owens & Mattheus, 2022). Eleven 
articles reported coming out and its main implications for 
LGBTQ + people (e.g., Ali, 2017; Bullard, 2004; Finkel 
et al., 2003; Poynter, 2004). Only four articles recom-
mended discussing LGBTQ + history and culture as part 
of their training programs (Getz & Kirkley, 2003; Hughes, 
2018; Morrison, 2022; Zinko & Jasinski, 2020).

In the second sub-category (B2), we identified 34 arti-
cles about being an ally. Twenty-five publications focused 
on allyship and reported allyship and ally identity devel-
opment models (e.g., Kearns et al., 2014a, 2014b; McCa-
vanagh & Cadaret, 2022; Nielsen, 2017). Eighteen studies 
underlined the relevance of learning practical strategies to 
confront potential problematic situations that could arise 
within educational contexts involving LGBTQ + students 
(e.g., Cech & Rothwell, 2018; Mack, 2014; Payne & 
Smith, 2012b). Sixteen works reported available resources 
on campus and online (e.g., Bruno, 2008; Ebelhar, 2021; 
Office of Diversity & Inclusion, 2023).

Within the third sub-category (B3), we identified 32 
publications about disparity awareness. Inside this cat-
egory, twenty articles reported discrimination and harass-
ment as relevant themes of the Safe Zone training (e.g., 
Ebelhar, 2021; Evans, 2000; Linley et al., 2016); fifteen 
articles highlighted the importance of developing aware-
ness about biases (e.g., Chavela Guerra & Farrell, 2023; 
Morrison, 2022; Nielsen, 2017); ten reported being aware 
of one’s privilege as a valuable topic (e.g., Farrell et al., 
2018; Mitton-Kukner et al., 2016; Tompkins et al., 2017) 
and nine reported statistics about disparities (e.g., Getz 
&  Kirkley, 2003; Herriott & Halcro, 2014; Whitman, 
2013). We consider it essential to offer a comprehensive 
synthesis of the core topics underpinning Safe Zone train-
ing, as the relevance of several of these themes is sub-
stantiated in the literature for their role in informing the 
development and implementation of such interventions.Ta
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Safe Zone Outcomes (n = 37)

In the third research area (C), we identified 37 articles focus-
ing on Safe Zone training outcomes. Twenty-eight of them 
explored the impact these trainings have on trained people 
(C1). Safe Zone training is generally perceived as a posi-
tive intervention (Farrell et al., 2016, 2018), and it seems 
effective in increasing comfort in supporting LGBTQ + stu-
dents (McCavanagh & Cadaret, 2022; Owens & Mattheus, 
2022). The primary outcomes of these training sessions 
were enhanced comprehension (e.g., Ballard et al., 2008; 
Farrell et al., 2018; Finkel et al., 2003; Guerra et al., 2016; 
Mack, 2014; Mitton-Kukner et al., 2016; Rashid et al., 2023; 
Tompkins et al., 2017) and consciousness (e.g., Ballard 
et al., 2008; Bruno, 2008, 2009; Byrd, 2010; Getz & Kirk-
ley, 2003, 2006; Guerra et al., 2016; Kearns et al., 2014a, 
2014b; Mitton-Kukner et al., 2016; Owens & Mattheus, 
2022; Worthen, 2011) about LGBTQ + issues.

Some articles underlined that trained teachers felt more 
proactive (Kearns et  al., 2014b; Payne & Smith, 2010) 
and with more tools for responding to incidents in the 
classroom (Hughes, 2020). They reported having more 
LGBTQ + resources and facilitation techniques in general 
after training (Bruno, 2009; Farrell et al., 2018; Shattuck 
et al., 2020; Tompkins et al., 2017) and a gain in abilities 
around inclusion, advocacy, overcoming barriers, and sup-
porting the LGBTQ + community (e.g., Evans, 2002; Kearns 
et al., 2014a; Nielsen, 2017; Shattuck et al., 2020). After 
professional development, trained staff also reported a per-
ceived growth in their personal and professional networks 
(Evans, 2002; Farrell et al., 2018), feeling more supported 
as LGBTQ + teachers and gaining actionable outcomes (e.g., 
Farrell et al., 2018; Guerra et al., 2016; Illig et al., 2022; 
Owens & Mattheus, 2022). One article showed the effects on 
“Safe Zone allies”, meaning people who had already com-
pleted this training in the past (Bruno, 2008).

In general, people who participated in Safe Zone train-
ing showed the need for more training on these topics 
(Farrell et al., 2016) and more supportive attitudes toward 
LGBTQ + individuals compared to those who were unfamil-
iar with the program (Rashid et al., 2023; Worthen, 2011). In 
one study, lower levels of homonegativity and hate towards 
LGBTQ + students and an increased self-identification as an 
LGBTQ + ally were found after training (Mack, 2014; Ser-
rano, 2018). More positive attitudes toward LGBTQ + peo-
ple were also observed after training (Mack, 2014; Scher, 
2008), impacting participants’ attitudes and understanding 
of the LGBTQ + population. One research study showed 
that people change attitudes, valorize differences among 
others, and are more likely to engage in critical discussions 
about LGBTQ + issues after training (Sérráno, 2018). Three 
research explored staff perspectives within religious univer-
sity contexts (Getz & Kirkley, 2003, 2006; Hughes, 2020). 

Seven studies provided training for pre-service students, 
considering them as future staff (e.g., Kearns et al., 2014b; 
Mitton-Kukner et al., 2016; Tompkins et al., 2017).

Twelve publications highlighted students’ well-being 
(C2) as an indirect effect of training (e.g., Ballard et al., 
2008; Getz &  Kirkley, 2003; McClellan, 2023; Shat-
tuck et al., 2020). The Safe Zone training seems to affect 
LGBTQ + students in feeling more comfortable with faculty 
or staff (McClellan, 2023), in perceiving faculty and staff as 
accepting (Ballard et al., 2008), and in obtaining information 
and examples of LGBTQ + representation (Shattuck et al., 
2020). Five studies showed that students felt more affirma-
tion, support, and visibility for LGBTQ + people in the edu-
cational context (Bruno, 2008, 2009; Evans, 2002; Getz & 
Kirkley, 2003; Payne & Smith, 2012b). One study pointed 
out changes in attitudes and behaviors within the classroom 
(Henquinet et al., 2000), and two studies evidenced changes 
in the perception of the campus climate (Bruno, 2009; 
Hughes, 2020), showing an augmented safety and welcom-
ing perception of campus. One study also showed a positive 
impact on the attitudes of non-LGBTQ + students (Hayes, 
2005). At an institutional level, students felt actions like Safe 
Zone training promoting structural and institutional valida-
tion (Mendenhall, 2021).

In addition, seven studies have explicitly highlighted 
the impact of training on school and college environments 
(C3). Safe Zone training seems to influence campus climate, 
increasing the visibility of LGBTQ + issues (Bruno, 2008; 
Evans, 2002; Hughes, 2020) and affirmativeness towards 
non-conforming subjectivities (Chaudoir et al., 2017; Fin-
kel et al., 2003). Safe Zone training contributes to creating 
environments where support and safety are more visibly 
embedded within the campus culture, indirectly making 
trained people feel more supported and safer (Ballard et al., 
2008; Bruno, 2008). These enhanced environments facilitate 
greater capacity for supporting the community, fostering an 
atmosphere that empowers individuals to advocate for others 
(Ballard et al., 2008; Tompkins et al., 2017).

Safe Zone training also helps to increase campus-wide 
awareness of available resources (Bruno, 2009). Thus, 
training seemed to generally make a positive impact on the 
overall campus community (Getz & Kirkley, 2006), leading 
to a safer and more welcoming place (Farrell et al., 2018) 
and a greater sensitivity to homophobic speech on campus 
(Getz & Kirkley, 2003). Additionally, evidence suggests 
that such programs can contribute to expanding campus 
LGBTQ + support networks and the diffusion of responsi-
bility for addressing LGBTQ + issues throughout the insti-
tution (Hughes, 2020). Furthermore, this theme synthesize 
evidence on the outcomes of Safe Zone training, encompass-
ing its impact on trained educators and staff—who report 
increased confidence, competence, and readiness to act as 
allies—on students, whose well-being can benefit from more 
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supportive environments, and on the broader educational 
context, which may experience improvements in campus 
climate and welcoming environment as a result of these 
interventions.

Meta‑Analysis: Effectiveness of the Safe Zone 
Training

Reviewing the literature on the effects of Safe Zones on peo-
ple participating in training experiences, we selected two 
outcomes eligible for a meta-analytic procedure: knowledge 
and attitudes. When the same data were available in multiple 
papers (e.g., in a dissertation and an article), we selected 
the published paper or the most recent published paper. 
We considered measures of knowledge when evaluating an 
individual’s understanding, expertise, or familiarity with 
LGBTQ + concepts and issues. These instruments were pri-
marily intended to quantify or assess the level of knowledge 
possessed in this specific domain, focusing on declarative 
knowledge related to LGBTQ + topics. Thus, we generally 
did not include instruments that measured people’s aware-
ness of issues affecting LGBTQ + students'needs, but rather 
their actual knowledge. We included ad hoc instruments to 
measure the knowledge because they contained items such 
as “What is heterosexism?” along with four response options 
(Nielsen, 2017).

We considered measures of attitudes, tools, or instru-
ments used to assess and quantify an individual’s feelings, 
beliefs, or evaluations toward the LGBTQ + population. 
Thus, we generally considered instruments that globally 

measured attitudes toward sexual and gender minority iden-
tities (i.e., Modern Homonegativity Scale (MHS) developed 
by Morrison & Morrison, 2002). For example, one of the 
items in this scale reads: “Many gay men use their sexual 
orientation to obtain special rights and privileges”. Simi-
larly, we did not include the Hate subscale of the LGBKASH 
used in one of the included studies because it represents 
a measure of hate toward LGBTQ + minorities rather than 
capturing general attitudes. Including this subscale would 
have introduced a construct conceptually distinct from the 
broader measures of attitudes that our review sought to 
synthesize.

Thus, we selected six articles that met the eligibility cri-
teria for our meta-analysis, focusing on training school and 
university staff. Building on existing literature, we aimed 
to assess the effectiveness of Safe Zone training by testing 
the following hypotheses: H1) Safe Zone training positively 
impacts participants’ knowledge, and H2) Safe Zone train-
ing positively influences the attitudes of those who undergo 
the training. The effect sizes and the related information are 
summarized in Tables 3 and 4 for the meta-analysis of the 
positive impact of Safe Zone training on participants’ knowl-
edge and attitudes, respectively.

As for H1, across the five eligible studies (N = 148), the 
random effect model analysis revealed the positive impact 
of safe zone training on participants’ knowledge (d = 1.51, 
se = 0.18, z = 8.54, p < 0.001, 95%CI = 1.160, 1.851), pro-
ducing a large effect size according to conventional criteria 
(Cohen, 2013; Gignac & Szodorai, 2016), with narrowed 
heterogeneity (τ2 = 0.091, se = 0.108, τ = 0.30, Q[4] = 9.64, 

Table 3   Effect Size information 
of the studies included in the 
meta-analysis about the positive 
impact of Safe Zone training on 
participants’ knowledge (K = 5)

N refers to the number of staff members involved in the training, excluding students. Mean T1, SD T1, and 
Mean T2, SD T2 indicate, respectively, the average score and the standard deviation of knowledge before 
and after the Safe Zone training; r is the correlation between the measurement times; dp and se are the 
standardized mean change and its standard error

Study N Mean T1 Mean T2 SD T1 SD T2 r dp se

Mack (2014) 66 2.93 4.59 1.24 0.92 0.85 1.51 0.14
Nielsen (2017) 14 9.86 13.14 2.03 0.95 0.68 1.98 0.38
Owens et al. (2022) 30 2.84 3.83 0.90 0.70 0.49 1.21 0.22
Scher (2008) 22 1.98 3.14 1.02 0.95 0.85 1.14 0.20
Baiocco (unpublished) 16 2.52 4.03 0.80 0.46 0.64 2.23 0.39

Table 4   Effect Size information 
of the studies included in the 
meta-analysis about the positive 
impact of Safe Zone training on 
participants’ attitudes (K = 4)

N refers to the number of staff members involved in the training, excluding students. Mean T1, SD T1, and 
Mean T2, SD T2 indicate, respectively, the average score and the standard deviation of attitudes before and 
after the Safe Zone training; r is the correlation between the measurement times; dp and se are the standard-
ized mean change and its standard error

Study N Mean T1 Mean T2 SD T1 SD T2 r dp se

Finkel et al. (2003) 34 5.73 6.27 1.63 1.66 0.46 0.33 0.13
Mack (2014) 66 51.82 57.88 18.14 19.1 0.89 0.32 0.06
Nielsen (2017) 14 74.64 75.43 3.37 2.34 0.88 0.26 0.14
Scher (2008) 22 1.24 1.30 0.44 0.40 0.56 0.14 0.20
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p = 0.05, I2 = 63.73%, H2 = 2.73). Figure  2A shows the 
related forest plot. As shown in Fig. 2B, all the investigated 
studies fall within the confidence region of the funnel plot, 
suggesting the absence of publication bias. The funnel plot 
results were also corroborated by Begg’s rank test (τ = 0.60; 
p = 0.23) and Egger’s regression test (t = 1.11, df = 3 
p = 0.35, b = 1.04, 95%CI = −0.208, 0.278). However, it is 
essential to point out that the results regarding the magnitude 
of the effects and the publication bias must be interpreted 
cautiously, given the small sample sizes of the individual 
studies and the small number of studies analyzed.

Regarding our second hypothesis (H2), across the four 
studies investigated (N = 136), the analysis revealed that 
Safe Zone training positively influences participants’ atti-
tudes towards LGBTQ + people (d = 0.30, se = 0.05, z = 5.94, 
p < 0.001, 95%CI = 0.202, 0.402), highlighting a small effect 
size according to conventional criteria (Cohen, 2013; Gignac 
& Szodorai, 2016). Figure 3A shows the forest plot. The 
analysis also revealed the absence of heterogeneity across 
the meta-analyzed studies (τ2 = 0.0, se = 0.010, τ = 0.0, Q[3] 
0.89, p = 0.89, I2 = 0.00%, H2 = 1.00). Results from Begg’s 
rank test (τ = −1.00; p = 0.08) and Egger’s regression test 
(t = −1.97, df = 2, p = 0.19, b = 0.39, 95%CI = 0.181, 0.595) 
indicated the absence of publication bias (Fig. 3B). Even in 
this case, it is crucial to signal that the meta-analytic results 
must be interpreted cautiously because of the small sample 
sizes of the single studies and the small number of studies 
included in the meta-analysis.

Discussions

The present systematic review with a meta-analytic approach 
aimed to evaluate the evidence on the implementation, con-
tent, and outcomes of Safe Zone training in educational 
settings, providing documentary evidence about the effec-
tiveness of Safe Zone programs, and giving an overview of 
guidelines and practices for staff training in programming. 
To our knowledge, it represents the first systematic review 
that organizes the contributions of the Safe Zone project 
while also contributing to the classification of the content 
of this type of training. The articles included in the sys-
tematic review (n = 123) were categorized into three main 
research areas: (A) Safe Zone guidelines and best practices, 
which highlighted how and when to structure a Safe Zone 
and practical examples of training; (B) Safe Zone contents, 
which focused on the LGBTQ + knowledge, the relevance 
of being an ally, and the awareness of disparities; (C) Safe 
Zone and outcomes, which encompassed outcomes related 
to trained individuals, students, and the broader educational 
context. Reviewing the literature on the effects of Safe 
Zones on participants, we adopted a meta-analytic proce-
dure that considered measures of knowledge and attitudes 

(six articles), assuming that Safe Zone training could posi-
tively impact participants’ knowledge and attitudes towards 
LGBTQ + issues.

Almost all studies emphasize the significance of provid-
ing training to school staff so they can adequately address 
LGBTQ + -related issues (Goodenow et al., 2006; Kosciw 
et  al., 2010; Poynter & Tubbs, 2008; Sadowski, 2010; 
Weiler, 2003). Overall, the current literature indicates that 
Safe Zone training has the potential to enhance staff compe-
tencies, improve student well-being, and foster a more inclu-
sive campus climate. These three domains emerged as the 
most consistent and relevant findings across studies. These 
initiatives stem from the acknowledgment of the potential for 
cultivating heterosexual alliances as a tactic to foster a more 
welcoming environment for LGBTQ + students on college 
or university campuses (Clark, 2010; Dillon et al., 2004; 
Edwards, 2006; Tubbs, 2003). Several publications have 
provided relevant information regarding implementing Safe 
Zones from theoretical and practical perspectives. Contro-
versy exists over whether training should be a prerequisite 
for posting a Safe Zone sticker. Sanlo and colleagues (2002) 
highlight the inherent risks in the random distribution of 
stickers.

Some individuals might display these symbols while 
lacking the knowledge and skills to address the real-life 
issues faced by sexual or gender minority students or 
LGBTQ + issues (Ballard et al., 2008). In some cases, Safe 
Zone symbols were distributed without specific training 
because the project’s primary objective was to increase 
LGBTQ + visibility and support by displaying stickers as a 
supportive act (Evans, 2002). A notable example, described 
by Fox (2007), involved distributing stickers without any 
accompanying discussion or educational component.

It is important to note that a Safe Zone is not the distribu-
tion of a sticker/symbol/placard, but critical awareness usu-
ally acquired through this training process. Trained people 
not only became aware of individual acts of oppression, like 
slurs and social exclusion, but also scrutinized how cis-het-
eronormativity is perpetuated in various layered and subtle 
ways through school policies, curricula, texts, celebrations, 
events, and decision-making processes (Tompkins et al., 
2017). Notably, the literature consistently underscores that 
the effectiveness of Safe Zone initiatives relies not merely 
on the symbolic display of stickers but on the critical aware-
ness, knowledge, and skills cultivated through structured 
training programs.

According to Beemyn (2003), Safe Zone workshops 
should be highly interactive and address the situations likely 
faced in participants’ offices. Despite this, in one case, it was 
found that staff participants had no memory of the specific 
content covered in the workshop (Payne & Smith, 2010). 
This result may be related to the fact that, while information 
about sexual and gender diversity is somewhat familiar to 
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Fig. 2   Forest (A) and Funnel Plot (B) of the studies about the positive impact of Safe Zone training on participants’ knowledge
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Fig. 3   Forest (A) and Funnel Plot (B) of the studies about the positive impact of Safe Zone training on the attitudes of those who undergo the 
training
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many educators, it is not knowledge they regularly engage 
with or have examined in depth. However, in one instance, 
educators recalled the critical aspects of the training process 
(Payne & Smith, 2010). Furthermore, this training can be 
employed alongside other critical approaches to facilitate 
positive change and foster personal growth in understanding 
social inequalities related to gender and sexuality and cre-
ate a more inclusive and affirming environment for people’s 
identities (Soyer et al., 2023).

The topics covered in Safe Zone training are not always 
identical but vary according to the perceived needs of the 
context. However, specific themes remain common and 
cross-cutting across pieces of training. Literature underlines 
that there are no universally established training protocols 
or resource manuals; however, many university-based pro-
grams exhibit significant overlap in content (Scher, 2008). 
While pre-designed training packages like the Safe Space Kit 
(GLSEN, 2009) are available, some authors contend that each 
training program should be customized to align with the pro-
gram’s specific objectives and the campus’s assessed needs 
(Hothem & Keene, 1998; Ota-Wang, 2016; Poynter & Tubbs, 
2016a, 2016b, 2016c; Ratts et al., 2013). This need for con-
textual customization in religious institutions becomes even 
more pronounced, as training must navigate institutional mis-
sions that may conflict with affirming approaches to sexual 
and gender diversity (Getz & Kirkley, 2003; Yoakam, 2007).

Despite the differences among institutions, they share 
the same purpose: to foster a more inclusive and welcom-
ing environment for LGBTQ + members of the campus 
community (Catalano & Christiaens, 2022) and symbol-
ize acceptance and affirmation of LGBTQ + individuals, as 
well as providing information to those in need about who is 
available, approachable, and safe to discuss their concerns 
with (Finkel et al., 2003). As policies, the ultimate goal is 
to raise awareness about sexual and gender diversity and 
build LGBTQ + -affirming campus environments. (Beemyn 
et al., 2005; Rankin, 2005). Most studies indicated positive 
relationships between implementing Safe Zone training and 
staff, students, and campus well-being. Educating school 
and university staff who are responsible for welcoming 
students within educational contexts promotes the psycho-
social well-being of students across dimensions crucial for 
their development, such as being recognized (Ballard et al., 
2008; Russell et al., 2014) being represented and supported 
by significant figures (Bruno, 2009; Evans, 2002; Getz & 
Kirkley, 2003; Graybill & Proctor, 2016; Payne & Smith, 
2012b; Shattuck et al., 2020).

The evidence suggests that Safe Zone training meaning-
fully improves participants’ knowledge and attitudes, with 
direct benefits for staff and indirectly positive effects on 
students and campus climate. As reported in the results sec-
tion, people who participated in a Safe Zone training gener-
ally reported having acquired more knowledge, awareness, 

comfort, and accountability regarding LGBTQ + issues (e.g., 
Kearns et al., 2014b; McCavanagh & Cadaret, 2022; Owens 
& Mattheus, 2022) showing the effectiveness of this type 
of training.

Several mechanisms activated during Safe Zone train-
ing can partly explain these outcomes. First, such programs 
often foster critical reflection on personal biases and institu-
tional norms, encouraging participants to identify how cis-
heteronormativity operates through policies, curricula, and 
everyday interactions (Meyer, 2003; Tompkins et al., 2017). 
Second, the interactive nature of many Safe Zone workshops 
— including personal storytelling, guided discussions, and 
scenario-based exercises — facilitates cognitive and emo-
tional engagement with LGBTQ + issues (Beemyn, 2003). 
Furthermore, Safe Zone programs aim to build visible and 
distributed support networks, creating a campus climate 
where LGBTQ + individuals feel seen, supported, and safer 
to express their identities (Catalano & Christiaens, 2022; 
Rankin, 2005). Critical awareness, experiential learning, 
and visibility of allyship, as interlocking mechanisms, help 
explain the observed improvements in attitudes, perceived 
safety, and sense of belonging.

Participants also reported the training as a valuable and 
meaningful experience (Farrell et al., 2018). After train-
ing, several teacher candidates described their deliberate 
decision to incorporate topics, content, and language that 
include LGBTQ + identities in the classroom (Tompkins 
et al., 2017). Teachers seem to have the means and opportu-
nity to care for students once the right conditions have been 
set (Smith, 2015). Our meta-analyses seem to confirm the 
positive impact of safe zone training on (1) participants’ 
knowledge (large effect size) and (2) participants’ attitudes 
towards LGBTQ + people (small effect size), according to 
the literature on these topics.

Considering the effects of Safe Zone training on students, 
findings indicate that these trainings indirectly impact how 
welcomed students feel within institutional contexts (Ballard 
et al., 2008; McClellan, 2023; Shattuck et al., 2020) con-
sidering Safe Zone training seems to influence school and 
campus climate (Chaudoir et al., 2017; Evans, 2002; Far-
rell et al., 2018; Finkel et al., 2003; Getz & Kirkley, 2003, 
2006; Hughes, 2020). This effect appears to be mediated by 
increased staff awareness, affirming behaviors, and proactive 
responses to discrimination, which foster safer environments 
where LGBTQ + students feel seen, supported, and protected 
(Hughes, 2020; Tompkins et al., 2017).

A group of articles focused on Safe Zone training in STEM 
degree programs highlighted that engineering departments 
have proven more reluctant to change than other disciplines 
due to the often heteronormative environment that character-
izes these courses (Bilimoria & Stewart, 2009; Cech & Waid-
zunas, 2011; Cech et al., 2017; Patridge et al., 2014; Yoder & 
Mattheis, 2016). For this reason, a series of contributions have 
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focused on the inclusion of LGBTQ + people within academic 
STEM contexts, where specific dynamics already present in 
educational settings seem to be further reinforced (Cech et al., 
2016, 2017, 2018; Chavela et al., 2023; Farrell et al., 2016, 
2018; Forbes, 2022; Hughes, 2018; Hughes & Watson, 2023).

Some studies investigated the religious contexts: 
Implementing Safe Zone training in religious institu-
tions can be even more challenging due to the invisibility 
of LGBTQ + topics, and when these topics are visible, 
LGBTQ + people often face harassment (Getz & Kirkley, 
2003). The Catholic identity within the university context 
may pose a potential barrier to including LGBTQ + students, 
faculty, and staff (Baiocco et al., 2022; Yoakam, 2007). In 
this type of context, the main difficulty seems to lie in try-
ing to develop an educational model for sexual orientation 
that can intercept the religious character and mission of the 
institution while also promoting respect for sexual orienta-
tion (Getz & Kirkley, 2003, 2006).

Some published works have suggested that Safe Zones 
should be made mandatory or have advocated for the imple-
mentation of Safe Zone experiences to avoid discriminatory 
contexts (Carrara, 2015; Coley, 2018; Finkel et al., 2003; 
Hughes, 2020; Illig et al., 2022; Owens & Mattheus, 2022). 
The motivation is to provide a basic level of knowledge 
that everyone should be acquainted with. It is sometimes 
included in student teachers’ courses (Kearns et al., 2014a, 
2014b; Mitton-Kukner et al., 2016; Tompkins et al., 2017). 
Another relevant outcome of Safe Zone is establishing a 
solid network of LGBTQ + allies across campus who are 
prepared to respond when issues arise (Hughes, 2020). 
This strategy is identified by Kezar and Lester (2011) for 
navigating campus power dynamics: The plan to address 
LGBTQ + issues may face differing resistance levels from 
campus authorities (Hughes, 2020). In summary, some key 
conclusions can be drawn from this review: (1) Safe Zone 
training effectively improves participants’ knowledge and 
attitudes; (2) these trainings contribute to fostering safer and 
more supportive campus environments for LGBTQ + stu-
dents. Regarding the quality of the studies assessed using the 
STROBE methodology, these findings suggest that, while 
some studies exhibit robust methodologies, the overall qual-
ity of the evidence remains limited. This variability in study 
quality underscores the need for more rigorous research to 
provide stronger evidence base and better inform policy and 
practice related to Safe Zone training.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

Conceptual and Scope Limitations

The present systematic review with a meta-analytic approach 
provides a better understanding of the impact of Safe Zone 
training on people and institutional contexts, utilizing a 

multidimensional perspective, i.e., considering individual, 
social, cultural, and institutional dimensions. This review 
did not seek to conduct a detailed analysis of the specific 
components of Safe Zone training, nor to examine the model 
as a training framework. Instead, our primary aim was to 
synthesize evidence regarding its effectiveness, prompt criti-
cal reflection on its underlying assumptions, and explore the 
mechanisms through which it impacts educational settings. 
Despite several strengths, the literature regarding Safe Zone 
presents some limitations. It is crucial to consider the over-
representation of the WEIRD population (raised in Western, 
Educated, Industrial, Rich, and Democracies) in the studies 
considered. It is a priority to collect data from nonwhite, 
non-US-based populations to achieve a thorough under-
standing of the cultural context of LGBTQ + people and 
their allies. Given the current paucity of literature addressing 
these dimensions, we focused on outcomes and implementa-
tion to advance understanding in this area. A comprehensive 
analysis of the training content and its theoretical founda-
tions remains an important direction for future research.

Moreover, only a few studies have examined the impact 
of Safe Zone training on the student population or cam-
pus climate with a longitudinal perspective. Most research 
has focused on the overall effects of formal institutional 
resources rather than investigating the outcomes of spe-
cific policies, likely due to the substantial effort required to 
conduct such targeted studies on student populations. How-
ever, we argue that this line of inquiry could offer valuable 
insights into individual policies'role while providing essen-
tial data on their impact on student well-being.

As for the structure of Safe Zone training, very few arti-
cles have examined the perspectives of the people who facili-
tate these trainings. This area needs more study to construct 
a solid theoretical background and give attention to Safe 
Zone facilitators’ training and needs. Lastly, the effective-
ness or impact of Safe Zone programs on ally identity is 
generally not explored, leaving a gap in the literature on 
ally identity development (Jones et al., 2014). In addition, 
although training is typically limited to teachers and admin-
istrators, some authors recommend including coaches, 
school bus drivers, and other peripheral school staff in such 
training (Hutton, 2014; McCavanagh & Cadaret, 2022; 
Yoakam, 2007).

Some authors argue that existing workshops on 
LGBTQ + topics give little attention to addressing institu-
tional and social structures that sustain homophobia and het-
erosexism (Broido, 2000; Draughn et al., 2014). Safe Zone 
programs can enhance the understanding of LGBTQ + indi-
viduals but cannot improve the campus climate beyond 
mere tolerance when administrative support and additional 
resources are absent (Ballard et al., 2008). These training ini-
tiatives should be embedded within a broader, ongoing com-
mitment rather than treated as isolated events (Sadowski, 
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2020). In the future, it would be relevant to review the con-
tent of the training to more thoroughly address these topics, 
as well as issues that have only recently begun to gain more 
attention, such as those related to transgender identities, gen-
der nonbinarism, intersexuality, and asexuality, which are 
rarely investigated even in these specific pieces of training 
(Beemyn, 2003).

Specifically, it is crucial to increase society’s awareness 
also about nonbinary gender, ensuring a distinction between 
nonbinary and binary transgender people (Commone et al., 
2024). Over time, awareness of transgender issues and gen-
derism is growing, leading to a greater emphasis on chal-
lenging transphobia, cisgender privilege, and the gender 
binary in schools (Pistella et al., 2020; Tompkins et al., 
2017). Thus, Safe Zone protocols could be enhanced by 
including more content on invisibilized and marginalized 
identities, focusing on the complexities of multiple identities 
and the interactions between sexual orientation, gender iden-
tity, and religion (Finkel et al., 2003). Finally, research on 
interventions is necessary to create evidence-based practices 
for Safe Zone curricula. While some interventions already 
exist, there is a need for systematic and rigorous empirical 
testing of these interventions.

Methodological and Meta‑analytic Limitations

Despite increasing research interest in the Safe Zone pro-
gram (as evidenced by the growing number of publica-
tions in recent years), the investigated studies suffered from 
methodological limitations. First, self-report measures 
may have exposed the research to social desirability bias. 
Future studies should employ a multi-informant and multi-
method methodology combining qualitative measures (i.e., 
interviews and observational measures) or multi-informant 
questionnaires (i.e., students and teacher reports) with 
self-reports.

A further limitation of the present research is the possibil-
ity that methodological biases may have affected the study 
selection due to the arbitrariness of the constructs and the 
reviewers’ interpretation. However, two independent evalua-
tors excluded all articles that deviated from a precise defini-
tion of Safe Zone training. Additionally, data from teachers 
and students were often reported in aggregate, and in some 
instances, sample sizes were not specified. Furthermore, 
several studies used the term “sex” to describe participants, 
even when gender identity was collected. These factors are 
relevant in all research, particularly experimental studies 
involving LGBTQ + populations. Another important limita-
tion of the current review concerns the lack of international 
and intersectional representation across the studies analyzed. 
Most included articles were conducted in the United States, 
with only a few exceptions from other English-speaking 
countries. This homogeneity limits the generalizability of 

the findings, particularly about the experiences of racialized, 
migrant, and economically marginalized LGBTQ + individu-
als. Future research should prioritize studies from diverse 
cultural and geographic contexts and incorporate intersec-
tional perspectives that consider how sexual orientation and 
gender identity intersect with race, ethnicity, migration back-
ground, religion, and socioeconomic status in shaping expe-
riences within educational settings. This approach would 
support a more comprehensive understanding of how social 
policies are differentially accessed and experienced across 
LGBTQ + populations—an especially urgent need within 
higher education and social policy discourse.

Even for our meta-analytic approach, some limitations 
must be considered when interpreting the related meta-
analytic results. First, all but one of the studies reviewed 
failed in their original version to report the correlation 
between measurements before and after safe zone training. 
This forced us to use correlation coefficients derived from 
validation articles of the measures in question or, in some 
cases, to calculate the minimum reliable correlation through 
a sensitivity analysis. Although recognized as legitimate in 
the literature, this approach leaves room for distortions in the 
estimates of effect sizes and the related variability (e.g., Jané 
et al., 2024; Skvarc & Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, 2024).

Second, almost all analyzed studies lacked adequate sta-
tistical power due to a minimal sample size. It is evident 
in the literature that studies that use small samples in their 
research designs are accompanied by biased effect esti-
mates, often producing effects larger than those found in 
the relevant populations of interest (Funder & Ozer, 2019). 
Such distortions may be replicated in studies that aim to 
synthesize these effects. Therefore, we suggest that the 
results of our meta-analyses be interpreted considering this 
aspect, hoping that future studies will aim for more accurate 
estimates.

Finally, the results of our meta-analytic synthesis, espe-
cially those related to heterogeneity and publication bias, 
must be interpreted cautiously due to the small number of 
available studies we could include. For instance, tests of 
funnel plot asymmetry (i.e., Begg’s test) require numerous 
studies—at least 25—to obtain adequate statistical power 
(Begg & Mazumdar, 1994). We hope that future research 
on safe zone training will grow so that more accurate meta-
analytic syntheses may be carried out.

Strengths of the Present Study

The present review contributes to the current literature by 
offering a comprehensive and multidimensional synthesis 
of Safe Zone training programs, integrating qualitative and 
quantitative findings. One of its primary strengths lies in the 
systematic use of a meta-analytic approach, which, despite 
the limitations of the available data, allows for a more robust 



Sexuality Research and Social Policy	

estimation of the overall effectiveness of these interventions. 
The review is also innovative in its attempt to critically 
reflect on the mechanisms through which Safe Zone train-
ings exert their influence at the individual level and across 
broader institutional and cultural contexts. It moves beyond 
a narrow focus on knowledge acquisition or attitude change 
and highlights often overlooked structural, intersectional, 
and policy-related dimensions.

Another strength is the inclusion of diverse dimensions of 
identity (e.g., gender identity, sexual orientation, religion), 
and the attention given to the context in which trainings 
occur. Finally, the study emphasizes the need for long-term, 
systemic efforts rather than one-off interventions, thereby 
contributing to a more critical and forward-looking discourse 
on LGBTQ + support in educational settings (Antoniucci 
et al., 2023). A further strength of this systematic review is 
the inclusion of grey and unpublished literature. While this 
approach requires careful consideration of ethical and meth-
odological issues, it importantly helps to mitigate publication 
bias by incorporating a wider range of data sources beyond 
peer-reviewed articles. This enhances the comprehensiveness 
and robustness of our findings, providing a more balanced 
understanding of Safe Zone training outcomes.

Policy Implications

Implementing Safe Zone training programs in schools and 
universities carries several policy implications that affect 
many stakeholders, including students, educators, adminis-
trators, and the broader community. Safe Zone training pro-
grams aim to create supportive environments for all students 
regardless of their sexual orientation and gender identity 
by educating participants about gender identity, sexual ori-
entation, and the challenges faced by LGBTQ + individu-
als. The longevity of Safe Zone programs depends on an 
institution’s long-term commitment to inclusivity. Policies 
that embed these programs as a permanent part of the insti-
tution’s culture, rather than one-time initiatives, will be 
critical. To support long-term institutionalization, a prom-
ising policy initiative could involve appointing a designated 
Safe Zone coordinator or establishing a dedicated working 
group within each university. Such an initiative would help 
contextualize and continuously develop training content, 
ensure systematic monitoring and evaluation, and promote 
institutional accountability and sustained commitment to 
LGBTQ + affirmation.

Safe Zone programs can reinforce and expand upon exist-
ing inclusion and diversity policies in schools and universities, 
for instance, by aligning Safe Zone training with anti-bully-
ing initiatives and integrating LGBTQ + topics into broader 
school curricula. Educational materials should reflect diver-
sity and address LGBTQ + issues in a balanced and supportive 
manner. However, curriculum change must be supported by 

ongoing professional development for teaching and non-teach-
ing school and university staff and by institutional leadership 
that actively endorses and embeds LGBTQ + affirmation 
within policy frameworks, strategic planning, and resource 
allocation.. Again, Safe Zone implementation can also influ-
ence the development of more rigorous reporting mechanisms 
for harassment or discrimination incidents related to gender 
identity and sexual orientation. Policies may need to establish 
more straightforward procedures for reporting, tracking, and 
responding to complaints of discrimination.

Safe Zone programs need an integration of different com-
munity segments, including parents or groups with religious 
or ideological objections. Policy considerations may include 
balancing community values with the rights and protec-
tions of LGBTQ + students and creating guidelines on key 
referents'involvement. Additionally, to ensure the ongoing 
effectiveness of these programs, policies could include meas-
ures for regular assessments and feedback from students, fac-
ulty, and community members, guaranteeing the program 
adapts to the evolving needs of LGBTQ + students. However, 
in some states or countries, there may be legal challenges or 
restrictions on discussing sexual orientation or gender iden-
tity in schools and universities. Institutions must navigate this 
regulatory landscape carefully to ensure they remain in com-
pliance while protecting the rights of LGBTQ + students and 
their allies. By addressing gender identity and sexual orien-
tation alongside other interlocking dimensions such as race, 
class, religion, and disability, Safe Zone programs hold the 
potential to foster more equitable and affirmative institutional 
environments. This intersectional approach enables a broader 
understanding of how systems of privilege and marginali-
zation shape the lived experiences of LGBTQ + individuals 
within educational contexts, ultimately contributing to a cli-
mate that supports all members of the university community.
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