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Abstract
Reduced cognitive empathy may put autistic people at risk for bullying. We compared interpretations of bullying provided by 
22 autistic and 15 non-autistic college students. Autistic (and non-autistic) students reported less severe bullying in college 
relative to earlier in development. Chronic bullying was associated with improvements in self-descriptions and self-accept-
ance. Autistic students who were chronically bullied were more likely to self-identify as autistic when asked to explain their 
disability. Autistic and non-autistic students demonstrated similar levels of cognitive empathy, providing no evidence that a 
“double empathy problem” contributes to bullying for all autistic individuals. Findings suggest that recovery from bullying 
can contribute to resilience and that autistic people gain insights about bullying and how to overcome it with development.

Keywords Autism · College · Bullying · Identity · Theory of mind · “Double empathy problem”

Introduction

Although increasing numbers of students on the autism 
spectrum are attending college, they often face challenges 
succeeding due to interrelated difficulties with self and 
other understanding (Cai and Richdale 2016; Van Hees 
et al. 2015). Atypical social cognition may put autistic col-
lege students at risk for bullying, or unwanted, intentional, 
and aggressive behavior involving a real or perceived power 

imbalance (American Educational Research Association 
2013; Schroeder et al. 2014). While youth with disabilities 
more generally are at heightened risk for bullying victimiza-
tion (Blake et al. 2012), autistic youth are even more likely 
to experience bullying than students with other disabilities 
(e.g., Sreckovic et al. 2014). Indeed, parents, principals, and 
staff members reported that almost half of a nationally repre-
sentative sample of autistic adolescents experienced bullying 
victimization, with higher rates reported for students with 
lower social skills (Sterzing et al. 2012).

Does the Transition to College Offer Relief 
from Bullying for Autistic Students?

Given that bullying often decreases after early adolescence 
for people more generally (Nansel et al. 2001), autistic stu-
dents may experience less bullying in college relative to ear-
lier in development. College typically coincides with emerg-
ing adulthood, a developmental stage wherein young adults 
in Westernized nations explore possible identities (Arnett 
2000) and may be more open to diverse peers. However, 
autistic college students experience difficulties develop-
ing friendships (Anderson 2014), a risk factor for bullying 
(Schroeder et al. 2014). Indeed, relatives of autistic under-
graduates report concerns about bullying (Fleischer 2012).
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Although research about autistic college students remains 
scarce, available research suggests that bullying continues 
into college for some autistic students. In a study examin-
ing the college experiences of nine autistic students, almost 
all the participants discussed being bullied or marginalized 
(Jones et al. 2013). Connor (2013) interviewed an autistic 
college student who described his college years as “painful” 
and felt he was treated like a “monster.” An online survey 
revealed that 69% of participants felt isolated in college and 
26% reported being bullied/discriminated against (Gelbar 
et al. 2015).

The primary aims of the current study were to determine 
if autistic college students report less severe bullying in 
college relative to earlier in development, evaluate if past 
bullying experiences impact their developing self-concepts, 
and investigate why autistic students think they were bul-
lied. Using structured interviews, we compared explanations 
of prior experiences of bullying victimization provided by 
autistic college students enrolled in a mentorship program 
with accounts from non-autistic college students (mentors 
in the program). We expected that autistic students would 
report heightened bullying and express less understanding 
of bullies’ motivations relative to non-autistic mentors. We 
also expected chronic bullying to have negative impacts on 
developing self-concepts.

Does Prior Bullying Influence the Changing 
Self‑Concepts of Autistic Students?

Although concurrent associations between bullying and 
negative psychosocial and academic outcomes have been 
observed among autistic youth (Cappadocia et al. 2012; 
Zablotsky et al. 2013), potential impacts of past bullying 
on autistic young adults’ self-conceptions remain unstud-
ied. Longitudinal associations between bullying victimiza-
tion in childhood and adolescence and negative outcomes in 
adulthood have been well documented among people with-
out autism (Lereya et al. 2015; Takizawa et al. 2014). Yet, 
the developmental impacts of bullying are heterogeneous 
(McDougall and Vaillancourt 2015). While some previously 
bullied students may continue to struggle to trust people in 
college, others may reframe bullying victimization as a valu-
able learning experience that helped make them who they 
are today. Indeed, a qualitative study examining impacts of 
workplace bullying in a non-autistic sample revealed that 
exposure to bullying can foster resilience (van Heugten 
2013), or positive developmental outcomes despite adver-
sity (Rutter 2012). Repeated exposure to stressful events 
may have a “steeling effect” by encouraging people to 
develop coping strategies and positive self-concepts (Rutter 
1987) about individual traits and/or collective characteris-
tics (Drury et al. 2009). Self-identification with the label 
“autism” may be impacted by bullying. For example, some 

autistic adolescents report having been bullied because of 
their diagnosis and yearning to pass as “normal” (Humphrey 
and Lewis 2008). In contrast, autistic people who have found 
a community of like-minded others often view autism as a 
valuable aspect of human diversity that they are proud of 
(Jones et al. 2015; Kapp et al. 2013). The extent to which 
social factors, such as bullying, influence whether or not 
autistic people self-identify with the label “autism” has not 
been previously explored.

How do Autistic Students Interpret Bullying 
Experiences?

Although different ways of interpreting bullying likely con-
tribute to diverse developmental outcomes (McDougall and 
Vaillancourt 2015), almost nothing is known about how 
autistic people interpret bullying. Prior work has typically 
used closed-ended surveys (Sreckovic et al. 2014) and the 
few qualitative studies focusing on this issue did not ask 
students why they were bullied (e.g., Humphrey and Symes 
2010). Researchers have speculated that reduced cognitive 
empathy, or Theory of Mind (ToM), puts autistic people at 
risk for bullying because understanding others’ perspectives 
is essential for adapting to social feedback (Sofronoff et al. 
2011). Among students in the general population, reduced 
ToM is often, but not always, associated with heightened 
risk of bullying victimization (van Noorden et al. 2015).

Bullies also exhibit challenges with empathy (van 
Noorden et al. 2015). Deficits in affective empathy, or shar-
ing emotions with others, are consistently observed among 
bullies. Given that bullies exhibit reduced empathy, evidence 
that autistic students engage in less cognitive empathy than 
non-autistic students when interpreting bullying experi-
ences would provide support for a “double empathy prob-
lem,” or bi-directional failure to understand and/or respond 
to one another’s perspectives and emotions. Milton (2012) 
coined the term “double empathy problem” to critique the 
traditional description of ToM as a core impairment within 
autistic people (Baron-Cohen et al. 1985) by pointing out 
that the difficulties autistic people face understanding the 
minds of non-autistic people are mirrored by similar (but 
rarely acknowledged) difficulties that non-autistic people 
face appreciating the perspectives of autistic people. Milton 
(2012) stated that autistic people often work harder to under-
stand the perspectives of non-autistic people than vice versa; 
the absence of ToM difficulties among autistic people with 
higher language skills has been attributed to their using lan-
guage to “hack” into neurotypical ToM (Happé et al. 1996).

Given that students typically have to pass language 
assessments to enroll in college, autistic college students 
might exhibit as much cognitive empathy in their explana-
tions of bullying as students without autism. Such a finding 
would not provide support for the hypothesis that a “double 
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empathy problem” contributes to heightened bullying among 
autistic students. Prior research indicates that a double empa-
thy problem does not explain all cases of bullying directed 
towards autistic students. Two adults with self-reported 
Asperger’s Syndrome responded to an online survey about 
their school experiences with insightful descriptions of the 
relational nature of bullying that included inferences about 
the bullies’ perspectives (Sciutto et al. 2012). However, no 
indication was provided about how many of the other 25 
autistic participants provided similarly insightful descrip-
tions of bullying.

Current Study

This study was designed to address the following research 
questions:

(1) Do autistic college students report less severe bullying 
in college relative to earlier in development?

(2) Are the developing self-concepts of autistic and non-
autistic college students impacted by prior bullying 
experiences?

(3) Does a comparison of the descriptions of bullying pro-
vided by autistic and non-autistic students provide evi-
dence that a “double empathy problem” contributes to 
the bullying of autistic students in particular?

(4) How do autistic and non-autistic college students rec-
ommend that younger people who are experiencing bul-
lying cope with it?

Method

Participants

Participants (N = 37) included 22 autistic undergraduates (21 
mentees and 1 mentor) and 15 non-autistic undergraduate 

mentors in a peer-mentorship program for students with 
autism and other disabilities at an urban college with non-
selective admissions criteria in the Northeastern United 
States. Mentors and mentees were invited to complete pre-
test assessments at the beginning of each term. Students 
were not required to complete assessments in order to par-
ticipate in the mentorship program and received gift cards 
for participating. Data in this report was collected during 
pre-test assessments over the course of four semesters of 
the program.

Participants’ ages ranged from 16 to 38 years (ASD: 
M = 20.7; SD = 4.5; mentors: M = 22.7; SD = 5.6; see 
Table 1). All 22 autistic students self-identified as autistic. 
Twenty autistic students provided documentation in the form 
of Individualized Education Plans (IEP) and/or Psychoedu-
cational Reports demonstrating a clinical and/or educational 
classification of autism. Of the two who did not provide 
documentation of an autism classification, one student had 
an IEP classification of Learning Disability and the other 
student was an autistic undergraduate mentor (classified as 
autistic for the purpose of analyses) who described himself 
as “in the closet about his diagnosis.” He had not registered 
to receive disability accommodations through the college 
and thus had never been asked to provide documentation of 
his disability. He approached the last author of this report to 
ask if he could be a mentor as he wished to help other autis-
tic students overcome the challenges he had faced. During 
this initial meeting, he suggested that we add questions about 
bullying to our assessments and thus inspired this paper.

Measures

Online Surveys

Students completed online surveys via SurveyMonkey 
during pre-test assessments. Surveys included the Social 
Responsiveness Scale-2 (SRS-2; Constantino and Gruber 

Table 1  Demographic 
information for autistic college 
students and non-autistic 
mentors

Autistic students (n = 22) Non-autistic mentors (n = 15)

Age M = 20.7 (range 16–38) M = 22.7 (range 19–38)
Gender 19 males, 3 females 7 males, 8 females
Ethnicity White (n = 12) White (n = 4)

Black (n = 2) Black (n = 1)
Asian (n = 1) Asian (n = 5)
Hispanic/Latino (n = 2) Hispanic/Latino (n = 2)
Other (n = 5) Other (n = 3)

IEP/clinical documentation ASD documentation (n = 20)
Language delay documenta-

tion (n = 1)
No documentation provided 

(n = 1)

No disability (n = 14)
Visual disability documentation (n = 1)

SRS-2 (total raw score) M = 71.23; SD = 25.15 M = 31.57, SD = 16.15
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2012), a 65-item measure assessing the severity of autis-
tic traits. Higher scores indicate heightened self-reported 
autistic traits. The SRS-2 is not considered a diagnostic 
instrument. A raw score of 67 on the adult SRS-2 is asso-
ciated with heightened likelihood of being autistic (Bölte 
2012). Fifteen autistic students and one non-autistic mentor 
(who had a brother on the autism spectrum) met this cut-
off. The two students who did not provide documentation 
of an autism classification had the highest raw scores on the 
SRS-2 in the sample (111 and 112). Non-autistic mentors 
(M = 31.57, SD = 16.15) self-reported lower levels of autistic 
traits (raw SRS-2 scores) than autistic students (M = 71.23, 
SD = 25.15, t (34) = 5.24, p < .001).

Interviews

Participants were interviewed in a private room to gather 
information on academic/nonacademic experiences and 
needs. In this study, we report only data that pertain to bul-
lying experiences and self-concepts. The first author (the 
coordinator of the mentorship program) and the last author 
(the director of the program) conducted the majority of inter-
views, with others conducted by the previous coordinator.

We piloted our pre-test interview during the Summer of 
2014, adapted and administered it during the Fall of 2014, 
and further adapted it prior to the Spring of 2015 when 
data collection for the current study began. The interview 
began with the 6-Word Autobiography Task, a simplified 
variation on the Twenty Statements Task (Rhee et al. 1995), 
which has been used to assess self-concepts among autistic 
individuals in diverse cultural contexts (Brezis et al. 2016). 
Students were asked to generate six words (or short phrases) 
to describe themselves currently (present self-concepts). 
Midway through the interview, students were asked: “Were 
you ever bullied? If so, when? Have you experienced any 
bullying or exclusion in college? If so, please share what 
you are comfortable sharing about it? Why do you think 
people had the urge to bully you? How did you overcome 
bullying? What advice would you give people like you who 
are the age you were when you were bullied?” Autistic stu-
dents were also asked, “If someone asked you to explain 
your disability, what would you say?” Near the end of the 
interview, participants were asked to describe themselves 
5 years before college (past self-concepts) using the 6-Word 
Autobiography Task.

Coding

We used two approaches to identify themes in the interviews: 
an inductive approach using the response dataset to generate 
themes and a deductive approach guided by prior literature 
(Braun and Clarke 2006). Themes identified through an 
inductive approach were developed by identifying patterned 

responses or meanings that spanned across multiple partici-
pants in the sample. Sub-themes to investigate unexpected 
patterns within deductive themes (e.g., superficial perspec-
tive taking) were developed inductively through review of 
the data. Once themes were identified, they were reviewed, 
labeled, and defined to develop a coding scheme. Coding 
categories were not mutually exclusive. After we devel-
oped a conceptual framework for interpreting the data, two 
independent coders attained interrater reliability of 86% or 
higher on at least 20% of the data for each coding category. 
Disagreements were resolved through discussion.

Presence of Bullying Victimization

The aforementioned set of questions about bullying were 
coded for the presence or absence of bullying victimiza-
tion prior to college, bullying victimization during col-
lege, chronic bullying, and severity of bullying (see Online 
Appendix A for illustrative examples). Presence of bullying 
and chronic bullying were defined deductively; chronic bul-
lying was defined as bullying occurring at more than one 
point in time. Severity of bullying was defined inductively as 
bullying that caused significant distress to the victim.

Experiences of Bullying Victimization

Responses to “Why do you think people had the urge to 
bully you?” were coded deductively as displaying cognitive 
empathy, i.e., attributing motives to the bully. Superficial 
displays of cognitive empathy, a sub-code identified induc-
tively, was defined as mentioning the perpetrator’s motive in 
a vague manner without fully providing an explanation for 
the bully’s behavior (e.g., for their own benefit). Responses 
to this question were also coded inductively for blaming bul-
lying victimization on oneself (e.g., I acted different) and 
deductively for including their disability (e.g., I had Asper-
ger’s) as an explanation.

Responses to “How do you think the experience of being 
bullied in the past affects how you currently interact with 
people?” were coded deductively for cognitive empathy 
(identifying another person’s perspectives, thoughts and/or 
feelings), and inductively for self-acceptance, acceptance of/
compassion towards others, and distrust/fear of others.

Responses to “How did you overcome bullying?” and 
“What advice would you give people like you who are the 
age you were when you were bullied?” were coded induc-
tively for retaliation, seeking help from a trusted party, and/
or ignoring bullying.

Self-Concepts

Participants’ six word autobiographies were coded deduc-
tively for valence as positive (e.g., happy) or negative (e.g., 
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anxious) for each time-point (past and present). Words that 
were not inherently positive or negative were coded as neu-
tral (e.g., tall). Positive words received a score of 1, neutral a 
score of 0, and negative a score of − 1 (participants who did 
not generate all six words received scores of 0 for each miss-
ing word). Scores were summed to generate self-concept 
valence difference scores that could range from − 6 to 6.

Disability Identification

Responses to “If someone asked you to explain your disabil-
ity, what would you say?” were coded deductively into the 
following categories: disability label (e.g., I would say that I 
have autism.), strengths associated with autism (e.g., Asper-
ger’s Syndrome is basically, we’re very smart, we’re aware 
of what we do, but we have emotional dysfunctionalities on 
a very, very limited level. We are very high functioning.), 
and/or weaknesses associated with autism (e.g., It makes it 
difficult for me to do eye-contact and to communicate with 
people and it holds me back from certain things for making 
friends and stuff.)

Results

Analytic Approach

We used a parallel mixed-model design (Teddlie and Tash-
akkori 2009), drawing simultaneously on both qualitative 
and quantitative data for analysis and interpretation. We used 
Chi square tests for categorical outcome variables. After 
verifying that continuous outcome variables did not violate 
the assumption of normality, we used general linear models 
to evaluate them. A two-tailed significance level (α ≤ .05) 
was used for all analyses. Power analyses conducted with 
G* Power (Faul et al. 2007) revealed that the sample size of 
the current study was sufficient to detect large effect sizes, 
but was insufficient to detect smaller effect sizes. Given that 
many studies are underpowered, Thompson (1998) recom-
mended that researchers report effect sizes for statistically 
significant findings and non-significant trends. Therefore, 
we report effect sizes for significant findings and trends 
(ps < .10).

Levels of Bullying Reported by Autistic Students 
and Non‑Autistic Mentors

Chi square tests revealed no differences between autistic 
students and non-autistic mentors in the self-reported fre-
quency at which bullying occurred prior to college (ASD: 
73%, n = 16; Mentors = 73%, n = 11; p = 1.00, see Online 
Appendix A for illustrative quotes). One autistic student said 
that he had blocked out bullying prior to college and that “I 

certainly don’t want to talk about it,” so he was not asked 
any further questions about bullying. Only a few students 
reported that they were bullied in college (ASD = 21%, n = 4; 
Mentors = 7%, n = 1; p = .36) and their descriptions of col-
lege bullying tended to be less severe than their descriptions 
of bullying earlier in development. Differences in frequen-
cies of chronic bullying (ASD = 43%, n = 9; Mentors = 13%, 
n = 2, χ2(35) = 3.59, p = .077, φ = .32) and severe bullying 
(ASD = 38% n = 8, Mentors = 7%, n = 1), χ2(35) = 4.61, 
p = .051, φ = .36) only approached statistical significance.

The only non-autistic mentor who reported being bul-
lied in college had also been chronically bullied prior to 
college. He mentioned that the experience of being bullied 
had allowed him to “learn more about myself through life 
experiences.” His insight that the experience of being bullied 
helped him develop self-understanding sets the stage for our 
second research question exploring changes in self-concepts 
among chronically bullied students.

Is Chronic Bullying Victimization Associated 
with Developing Self‑Concepts?

When asked to describe their past and present selves using 
six words, many students indicated that the task was chal-
lenging and did not provide all six words. No differences 
between autistic and non-autistic students were observed in 
the average number of words provided for past (p = .06, η2 
= .08) or present selves (p = .18; see Online Appendix B). 
Only one autistic student directly referenced “autism” in his 
6-word autobiography (at the present time-point).

To examine if developing self-concepts varied as a func-
tion of chronic bullying, we ran a three-way mixed ANOVA 
on self-concept valence scores with time-point (past vs. 
present) as a within-subjects factor and autism classifica-
tion (autistic students vs. non-autistic mentors) and chronic 
bullying (presence vs. absence) as between-subject fac-
tors. Overall, past self-concepts (M = − 1.64; SD = 2.64) 
were more negative than present self-concepts (M = 3.61; 
SD = 2.13) across students, F (1, 32) = 84.14, p < .001, η2 = 
.72. Additionally, there was a significant interaction between 
time-point and chronic bullying status, F (1, 32) = 6.13, 
p = .019, η2 = .16, with greater improvement in self-con-
cepts from past to present among students who had been 
chronically bullied (see Fig. 1). Although not significant, 
there was a trend for autistic students to exhibit less of a 
shift in self-concepts from the past to the present relative 
to non-autistic mentors (ASD: Past: M = − 1.05, SD = 2.77, 
Present: M = 3.62, SD = 2.09; Mentors: Past: M = − 2.47, 
SD = 2.29, Present: M = 3.60, SD = 2.26, p = .058, η2 = .11). 
Main effects of autism classification and chronic bullying 
and an interaction between autism classification and chronic 
bullying were not observed (ps > .16).
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When the sample was limited to only autistic students, 
improvements in self-concepts with time, F (1, 19) = 56.13, 
p < .001, η2 = .75, and the interaction between changing 
self-concepts and chronic bullying remained apparent, F (1, 
19) = 4.40, p = .050, η2 = .19. The finding that chronically 
bullied students demonstrated a more positive shift in self-
concepts than students who had not been chronically bul-
lied was surprising. Therefore, we conducted a confirmatory 
analysis examining associations between chronic bullying 
and students’ own perspectives about the ways that the expe-
rience of being bullied had influenced their current social 
interactions. Students (irrespective of autism classification) 
who had been chronically bullied reported that bullying had 
helped them gain self-acceptance (64%, n = 7) more often 
than students who had not been chronically bullied (7%, 
n = 1, χ2(25) = 9.67, p = .003, φ = .61; see Online Appen-
dix C). Chronic bullying was not associated with greater 
acceptance of others (chronically bullied: 46%, n = 5; not 
chronically bullied: 40%, n = 6; p = 1.00), greater cognitive 
empathy (chronically bullied: 27%, n = 3; not chronically 
bullied: 27%, n = 4; p = 1.00), or greater distrust and/or fear 
of others (chronically bullied: 18%, n = 2; non-chronically 
bullied: 33%, n = 5; p = .66).

Bullying of Autistic Students: A “Double Empathy 
Problem”?

To address our third research question, we examined bul-
lied students’ responses to the question, “Why do you think 
people had the urge to bully you?” (see Table 2). Evidence 
of reduced perspective taking in the explanations of autistic 
students would support the hypothesis that a “double empa-
thy problem” contributes to the bullying of autistic students 
in particular.

Of the 15 autistic students who had been bullied and were 
willing to discuss bullying, 73% (n = 11) provided some evi-
dence of cognitive empathy by referring to the perspective 
of the bully. Similarly, 7 out of the 11 mentors who were 
bullied (64%) referenced the motivations of the bully in their 
responses. A Chi square test revealed no differences in the 
frequency with which autistic students and non-autistic men-
tors demonstrated cognitive empathy in their explanations of 
bullying (p = .68). However, three of the autistic students and 
one of the non-autistic mentors who demonstrated cognitive 
empathy did so in a superficial manner. Even after elimi-
nating the four students who displayed superficial cognitive 
empathy, there was no difference between the frequency with 
which autistic students (53%, n = 8) and non-autistic men-
tors (55%, n = 6) demonstrated cognitive empathy in their 
explanations of bullying (p = .63).

Many students focused on their own characteristics as the 
reason why they were bullied. Nine of the 15 bullied autistic 
students (60%) and 7 of the 11 bullied non-autistic men-
tors (64%) stated that they were bullied because they were 
different from others. Additionally, five autistic students 
(33%) specifically mentioned their disability as the cause of 
their bullying victimization. Autistic students who had been 
chronically bullied were more likely to provide a label for 
their disability when asked how they would explain their dis-
ability to others (chronically bullied: 89%, n = 8; non-chron-
ically bullied: 33%, n = 4; χ2(20) = 6.48, p = .024, φ = .56). 
Autistic students who had been chronically bullied were no 
more likely than other autistic students to describe their dis-
ability in terms of strengths or weaknesses (ps > .33).

Recommendations for Overcoming Bullying

Our final research aim was to share strategies the stu-
dents recommended for younger students facing bullying. 
Although only 4 of the 15 autistic students (27%) and 2 of 
the 9 non-autistic mentors (22%; note: two mentors did not 
respond to this question) described seeking help as their own 
response to being bullied (see Online Appendix D), more 
students offered this strategy for others who were being bul-
lied (autistic students: 53%, n = 8 of 15; non-autistic men-
tors: 36%, n = 4 of 11; see Table 3). One autistic student 
recommended seeking help but was concerned about how 
helpful authority figures would actually be, suggesting that 
the distrust of others that 27% of bullied students (irrespec-
tive of autism classification) expressed extends beyond their 
own personal experiences.

While most of the non-autistic mentors (73%; n = 8) rec-
ommended ignoring the bully, only three autistic students 
(20%) recommended this. One autistic student responded, 
“I would give the advice to the people that they don’t have 
to commit suicide… Don’t listen to the people [and what] 
they say to you.”
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Some autistic students (33%; n = 5), and one of the nine 
non-autistic mentors (11%) who responded to this ques-
tion, reported using verbal and/or physical retaliation to 
respond to their own bullies. Although several autistic stu-
dents advised others to retaliate (27%; n = 4), no mentors 
recommended this strategy. One of the autistic students who 
was not bullied provided a unique recommendation which 
illustrates the use of perspective taking to make peace with 
bullying, “Never let anyone’s words or insults reflect who 
you are. Their rudeness is a reflection of themselves and how 
they think they should treat others because deep down they 
are more unhappy than they appear to be.”

Discussion

These findings suggest that the bullying experiences that 
many autistic students face earlier in development become 
less severe in college. Bullying experiences that students 
described in college were subtler than bullying experi-
ences described earlier in development and typically 

consisted of odd looks or verbal bullying rather than the 
direct and often sustained aggression that many students 
reported at younger ages. Although prior research with 
younger autistic people suggests that bullying is height-
ened among autistic youth (Sreckovic et al. 2014), autistic 
college students did not report significantly more past or 
present bullying victimization than non-autistic college 
students in this study.

Although the levels of bullying (at some point in devel-
opment) reported by both autistic and non-autistic students 
in the current study are higher than bullying levels reported 
in large-scale studies, most large-scale studies have defined 
bullying as a recurring event (how we defined chronic bully-
ing) and have assessed its prevalence during a specific period 
of time rather than across one’s entire life (Bear et al. 2015). 
Studies using an ever-bullied approach to assess bullying of 
autistic students have documented prevalence rates substan-
tially higher (akin to the ever-bullied levels reported in this 
study) than studies that assessed bullying within a specific 
timeframe (Sreckovic et al. 2014). Therefore, the measure of 
chronic bullying used in the current study is more consistent 

Table 2  Responses to “Why do you think people had the urge to bully you?”

Table does not include students who were not bullied (n = 10) nor the student who did not want to talk about bullying (n = 1)

Code Example excerpts from interviews Autistic (ASD) 
students (n = 15)

Non-autistic 
mentors 
(n = 11)

Cognitive empathy Because they want to point out the kid who’s different, you know. They saw that 
I was quiet you know, had no confidence, and they took advantage of that 
(ASD, chronically bullied)

They saw me as different. They saw me as insecure but I proved them wrong 
(ASD, non-chronically bullied)

They were insecure about themselves and were not knowledgeable enough to 
understand and comprehend differences in other people (Mentor, chronically 
bullied)

Usually bullies don’t know that what they’re saying can actually hurt the indi-
vidual and for my most of my bullying came from superficial looks (Mentor, 
non-chronically bullied)

73.3% (n = 11) 63.6% (n = 7)

Superficial perspective taking Because they had nothing else better to do with their lives (ASD, chronically 
bullied)

I think it was because since they look big and that they act big and just like, 
they think that they’re the ones who run this place… (ASD, non-chronically 
bullied)

I would think that they were elementary school students and they were like 
bored so they had little to do (Mentor, non-chronically bullied)

20.0% (n = 3) 9.1% (n = 1)

Different Cause I was short, small, and had a really high pitched voice… (ASD, chroni-
cally bullied)

They saw me as different. They saw me as insecure but I proved them wrong 
(ASD, non-chronically bullied)

Cause I was different from like the dominant, like the more statistically domi-
nant (Mentor, non-chronically bullied)

60.0% (n = 9) 63.6% (n = 7)

Disability In elementary school I was you know different because you know having 
Asperger’s and being young and you know not knowing a lot about your-
self… (ASD, chronically bullied)

[A] kid in gym class picked on me because I was awkward. He bullied a lot of 
kids [but] only the ones with disabilities (ASD, chronically bullied)

33.3% (n = 5) 9.1% (n = 1)
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with how bullying is typically defined in prevalence studies 
when compared with the ever-bullied measure.

Can Bullying Contribute to Resilience?

These findings suggest that the experience of chronic bul-
lying can lead to resilience. Although participants in this 
study described negative consequences of bullying, such as 
distrust of others and the possibility of suicide, they also 
described positive outcomes of bullying, such as greater 
understanding and compassion for the self and others. 
Indeed, autistic and non-autistic students who reported 
having been chronically bullied showed a greater positive 
shift in self-concepts from the past to the present relative to 
students who had not been chronically bullied. These find-
ings may appear paradoxical given the large body of prior 
literature demonstrating that bullying is associated with poor 
psychosocial outcomes (e.g., Lereya et al. 2015; Takizawa 
et al. 2014), but are consistent with literature demonstrating 

that stressful experiences, including bullying (van Heugten 
2013), can promote resilience (Rutter 1987).

A similar pattern of findings emerged from a study 
wherein lesbian, gay, and bisexual adults were asked to 
recollect bullying victimization in school (Rivers 2004). 
Chronic bullying was associated with pronounced challenges 
(symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder), but also with 
greater acceptance of their sexual orientation. Although in 
our study, we did not assess if chronic bullying was associ-
ated with commonly reported negative outcomes of bully-
ing, such as physical and mental health issues, participants’ 
descriptions of themselves and their experiences provided 
evidence that they had overcome chronic bullying victimiza-
tion by developing greater self-acceptance. It is critical to 
note that we are in no way stating that bullying should be 
endorsed as a strategy to help people gain self-acceptance. 
Instead, we are providing evidence of the power of human 
resilience in transforming painful experiences of victimiza-
tion into opportunities for growth.

Table 3  Responses to “What advice would you give people like you who are the age you were when you were bullied?”

Table does not include students who were not bullied (n = 10) nor the student who did not want to talk about bullying (n = 1)

Code Example excerpts from interviews Autistic (ASD) 
students (n = 15)

Non-autistic 
mentors 
(n = 11)

Retaliation I guess if they talk shit, talk shit back. If they go to attack you, claw their eyes out. I mean I liter-
ally attempted to do that and then they ran away from me as soon as I started running at them. 
I actually once took off my belt and ran at them, at someone, because they were attempting to 
attack me and then they backed off once they saw the belt (ASD, chronically bullied)

I would tell the kid, if the bully was like twice his size, I would tell the kid to tell him this, because 
this really stings a bully, “why don’t you go pick on someone your own size?”…And then if I see 
a kid being physically bullied, like pushed around by a guy twice his size, I would either help 
him or tell him to fight back. Like belt him in the face or something. I would actually tell a kid 
to do that if he was being hurt. It’s called self-defense, there’s nothing wrong with self-defense 
(ASD, non-chronically bullied)

26.7% (n = 4) 0% (n = 0)

Seek help Just take it in stride; find a good support group of good people and everything. There are people 
out there who are will help you and just don’t alienate yourself. You just have to take refuge in 
someone else who will help you with everything like a family member too and you’re not alone 
in the world. There’s plenty of other people out there (ASD, chronically bullied)

Tell someone. Don’t think that bully is above school law. If he seems like he is, it doesn’t matter. 
Nobody is above school law (ASD, non-chronically bullied)

Um to get through it not to self-harm yourself because then it would give the opponent or whoever 
is bullying you victory. So you just find someone to speak to about it, you should definitely speak 
about it because if you don’t it will consume you. I kind of glance past it so I don’t remember 
that it occurred but then there is something that always brings it back (Mentor, non-chronically 
bullied)

53.3% (n = 8) 36.4% (n = 4)

Ignore It Just ignore those people, just know that those people are looking for someone to put down to 
make themselves feel better and just walk away (ASD, chronically bullied)

They’re just trying to do this to you and it really just doesn’t make sense so if you just ignore it 
and just move on with your life and just, just pretend like they’re not even there you know (ASD, 
non-chronically bullied)

I would tell them “You are perfect the way you are and if anyone stands in your way to tell you 
otherwise then they are not worth your time and they are probably just struggling with some 
of their own issues, blinding them from realizing how truly ignorant they are being. Life will 
get better, you just need to hold on and love yourself for being different.” (Mentor, chronically 
bullied)

20.0% (n = 3) 72.7% (n = 8)
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Associations between chronic bullying and later self-
acceptance documented in this study and prior work are 
consistent with literature demonstrating that other types 
of chronic stressors, such as illness, can be associated with 
positive affect (Folkman and Moskowitz 2000) and devel-
opmental outcomes (Seery et al. 2010). The ability to expe-
rience positive affect in the context of stress may bolster 
self-regulation (Tice et al. 2007) and resilience (Fredrickson 
et al. 2003). Fredrickson’s (1998) broaden-and-build theory, 
which asserts that resilient individuals may be better able to 
recover from stressful life events and may use positive emo-
tions to find meaning during negative events (Tugade and 
Fredrickson 2004), may provide an explanation for evidence 
that chronic bullying can promote resilience.

Self-categorization with a shared minority identity may 
also promote resilience by helping autistic people, and 
members of other minority groups, make meaning out of 
their experiences and find acceptance through contact with 
people who share their minority identities (Punshon et al. 
2009; Sinclair 2010). Indeed, autistic students who had been 
chronically bullied were more likely to use a diagnostic label 
to explain their disability to others than autistic students who 
had not been chronically bullied. This finding suggests that 
autistic students who have experienced repeated discrimina-
tion may learn to explain their differences with a diagnostic 
label and that this process may promote resilience by help-
ing them align themselves with a shared minority identity. 
However, chronic bullying was not associated with more 
positive descriptions of autism itself. In fact, 33% of autistic 
participants believed that they had been bullied because they 
were autistic. Perhaps because they had encountered stigma 
towards autism, the label “autism” was not a salient aspect of 
the self-descriptions of autistic college students in this study. 
Future research should evaluate if diagnostic labels function 
initially as tools to overcome discrimination by educating 
others and only become valued aspects of identity through 
contact with an accepting community.

Does a “Double Empathy Problem” Contribute 
to the Bullying of Autistic Students?

Given that bullies typically exhibit reduced affective empa-
thy (van Noorden et al. 2015) and researchers have specu-
lated that reduced cognitive empathy puts autistic people at 
a heightened risk for bullying (Schroeder et al. 2014), we 
looked for evidence of a “double empathy problem” (Milton 
2012) wherein both autistic victims and their bullies con-
tribute to a cycle of heightened bullying of autistic people. 
However, the current findings provided no evidence that a 
“double empathy problem” caused autistic participants in 
this study to be at particular risk of being bullied. Autistic 
participants often provided rich insights about other minds 

in their accounts of bullying and in their recommendations 
to help others avoid bullying.

The current findings are in no way a critique of Milton’s 
“double empathy theory.” Instead, these findings suggest that 
deficits in empathy among bullies may more consistently 
contribute to the bullying faced by autistic people than defi-
cits in empathy among autistic victims of bullying. Indeed, 
research with non-autistic students has revealed that severe 
bullying victimization is often associated with heightened 
cognitive and affective empathy (van Noorden et al. 2015). 
Although the current findings provide no evidence that 
reduced cognitive empathy is apparent among, and contrib-
utes to the bullying of, autistic people in general, these find-
ings suggest that reduced perspective taking abilities might 
contribute to bullying victimization for some autistic people. 
For example, three of the autistic students who exhibited 
some cognitive empathy in their explanations of bullying 
provided motives for the bullies that were superficial (e.g., 
They [bullies] had nothing better to do with their lives).

Autistic participants’ accounts suggest that their ability to 
infer the motives of bullies when reflecting on past experi-
ences may be higher than their perspective taking abilities 
at the time when they were bullied. For example, one autis-
tic student described being unable to understand why he 
was being bullied, or how to avoid getting bullied, when he 
was younger; yet the manner in which he reflected on this 
experience as a college student demonstrated growth in his 
perspective taking abilities. Maturity may provide autistic 
college students with deeper insights about why bullying 
occurs. Indeed, two autistic students described learning how 
to present themselves differently than they had in the past to 
avoid bullying; one autistic student explicitly stated that he 
avoided bullying by hiding his disability, “I looked at people 
with Asperger’s and did exactly what they didn’t do and that 
really got me somewhere.” Although this strategy demon-
strates cognitive empathy, it also indicates that some autistic 
students learn that characteristics of autism elicit bullying 
victimization and choose to hide aspects of themselves to 
avoid victimization. Indeed, six autistic students and one 
non-autistic mentor indicated continued distrust of others 
as a result of their bullying experiences.

Students’ Recommendations for Overcoming 
Bullying

Although 53% of autistic students recommended that vic-
tims seek help, when describing their own responses to bul-
lying, many autistic students reported negative reactions, 
such as retaliation or a lack of resolution (e.g., To be honest 
with you I never fully came over it). Even though students 
reported that retaliation stopped the perpetrator in a given 
instance, research suggests that retaliation encourages the 
perpetrator over time (Cowie and Berdondini 2002). None 
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of the mentors suggested retaliation as a response, but rather 
advised others to ignore bullying (73%) or to seek help 
(36%). Although autistic students also recommended seek-
ing help (53%), they infrequently recommended ignoring 
the bully (20%). Therefore, the ability to ascribe motives 
to bullies may develop more quickly among autistic youth 
than the ability to manipulate others’ behavior by attending 
to invisible states of mind (by ignoring people).

Seeking help from friends may also not be an available 
strategy for some autistic youth, as social communication 
challenges may lead to difficulties forming and maintain-
ing supportive peer relationships (Wainscot et al. 2008). 
Difficulties with social cognition may result in marginali-
zation and a reduction in protective factors (Hodges and 
Perry 1999; Schroeder et al. 2014; Sofronoff et al. 2011). 
Therefore, supports for autistic students should aim to cre-
ate social networks as a mechanism for offering protection 
from bullying. Indeed, providing an inclusive environment 
for social interaction is a goal of the mentorship program 
from which our participants were recruited, and participation 
in the program may have played a role in altering students’ 
self-concepts, as discussed in the following section.

Limitations

Our recruitment strategy limits the generalizability of 
results. Participants were recruited from a peer-mentorship 
program that they voluntarily decided to participate in. Small 
sample sizes in both the autistic and mentor groups limited 
the power to detect differences between groups. While the 
sample size was sufficient to detect large effect sizes, approx-
imately three times as many participants would be needed to 
consistently detect medium sized effects. Limited power to 
detect effects is apparent in most of the published research 
about autistic college students (Ames et al. 2016; Cai and 
Richdale 2016; Van Hees et al. 2015). To detect smaller 
effect sizes and verify the replicability of findings, research-
ers should collaboratively develop and administer identical 
measures to autistic college students on multiple campuses. 
Longitudinal multi-site assessments would provide oppor-
tunities to examine developmental changes in how autistic 
individuals and bullies interpret bullying.

Given that participation in our mentorship program 
has been associated with decreases in anxiety and social 
symptoms and increases in self-advocacy, academic self-
efficacy, and perceived social support (Gillespie-Lynch et al. 
2017), participation in the mentorship program may have 
contributed to the positive current self-concepts and low 
incidence of college bullying we observed. However, half 
of the autistic participants in this study had not participated 
in the mentorship program before completing assessments; 
comparisons of autistic students who were and were not new 
to the program revealed no evidence that participation in 

the program had contributed to their positive current self-
concepts or low levels of bullying in college. Future research 
assessing the bullying experiences of autistic and non-autis-
tic students at varied institutions should evaluate contextual 
factors that contribute to and/or protect against bullying.

A key limitation is that we were unable to verify autism 
classifications with clinical diagnoses informed by gold 
standard measures such as the Autism Diagnostic Obser-
vation Schedule. Although prior work with adults has also 
often relied upon educational classifications of autism (e.g., 
Cai and Richdale 2016; Shattuck et al. 2014), only 91% of 
the participants in this study provided documentation of 
their autism classification. In addition, seven autistic par-
ticipants did not meet the cut-off for heightened likelihood of 
being autistic on the SRS-2. Not only is the SRS-2 for adults 
a relatively new measure with very limited peer-reviewed 
research examining its validity (Bölte 2012), self-reported 
autistic traits are often lower than autistic traits reported by 
parents (Johnson et al. 2009). Future research should include 
observational measures of autistic traits and ecologically 
valid assessments of cognitive and affective empathy.

Associations between self-reports of bullying and positive 
self-concepts may arise because more confident people are 
more willing to share their bullying experiences. The order 
and type of interview questions may also have impacted 
results. People were asked to describe their past selves after 
being asked to describe bullying experiences, which may 
have impacted their descriptions of past selves. The bully-
ing questions did not elicit sufficiently detailed responses to 
allow us to investigate the timing of bullying experiences 
or to differentiate between different modalities of bullying 
(e.g., cyberbullying, physical bullying, or verbal bullying).

Conclusions

The findings documented in this report suggest that autistic 
(and non-autistic) college students experience less severe 
bullying in college relative to earlier in development, that 
chronic bullying can promote both positive and negative 
outcomes, that chronic bullying may encourage autistic stu-
dents to self-identify as autistic when asked to explain their 
disability (though autism was a far less central aspect of 
the self-descriptions of autistic college students than autism 
researchers might expect), that autistic students demonstrate 
cognitive empathy for bullies and consequently a “double 
empathy problem” does not always underlie heightened bul-
lying of autistic people, and that autistic people gain insights 
about bullying with development. These findings highlight 
the complexities of development: stressful experiences can 
have lingering negative effects while also helping people 
learn how to cope with challenges. Providing students with 
supportive environments in which to discuss discrimination 
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and practice self-advocating may promote resilience 
(Hemenover 2003). Indeed, autistic college students have 
reported a need for programming to help them meet other 
students and gain social support (Van Hees et al. 2015).

Although autistic college students in this study demon-
strated often high levels of cognitive empathy, many autistic 
students reported that they had responded to bullying, and 
some advised others to respond, by retaliating rather than 
seeking help. This suggests that supports for autistic indi-
viduals should focus on the development of supportive peer 
relationships so that they have a trusted individual to confide 
in. Given that a number of autistic college students in this 
study reported increased understanding of themselves and 
others with development (and provided insightful recom-
mendations to help younger people who were being bul-
lied), college-aged mentors on the autism spectrum may be 
particularly well-suited to help younger autistic mentees 
overcome bullying.
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