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Abstract
Research suggests that bullying victimization occurs at higher rates among students with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) 
than among their typically-developing peers. This study used data from the National Longitudinal Transition Study 2012 
to explore differences in student and family characteristics between students with ASD and students with all other special 
education disability categories. The study also examined characteristics serve as predictors of bullying and victimization. 
Students with ASD were found to have greater difficulties with communication and social skills, as well as less-robust sense 
of themselves and their abilities than students with all other disabilities. Race, household income, social and communication 
skills, and self-concept were found to be associated with higher rates of bullying and victimization.
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Introduction

Bullying victimization and perpetration among school-aged 
students concerns in the U.S. educational system because 
they are associated with a wide range of negative psychoedu-
cational outcomes. Compared with their peers, students who 
have been victimized by bullies are more likely to experience 
both physical and mental health problems (Gini and Poz-
zoli 2009), depression and suicidal ideation (Borowsky et al. 
2013), an increased vulnerability to traumatic stress (Hoover 
2015), school avoidance (Swearer et al. 2010), and decreased 
academic performance (Juvonen et al. 2011; Nakamoto and 
Schwartz 2010). Students who bully others are more likely 

than others to experience a lack of engagement with school 
and learning as well as exhibit varied forms of antisocial and 
delinquent behavior (e.g., substance abuse, physical fighting, 
stealing) and mental health challenges (Cappadocia et al. 
2012; Hamm et al. 2012). In 2015, approximately 30% of all 
school-aged children were involved in bullying as either bul-
lies, victims, or as both a bully and a victim (Musu-Gillete 
et al. 2017). Involvement in bullying either as an aggressor 
or victim negatively impacts their overall quality of life (Vel-
derman et al. 2008; Frisen and Bjarnelind 2010).

Bullying behavior (perpetration) is characterized by a 
power asymmetry where a more aggressive peer repeatedly 
seeks to inflict harm or distress on others who are perceived 
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to be weaker or unable to defend themselves (Olweus 1997). 
Bullying can take a variety of forms and includes behaviors 
such as physically harming someone, making fun of them, 
spreading rumors about them, or actively excluding them 
from peer groups. Some research suggests that students more 
frequently experience bullying in the form of being teased or 
having rumors spread about them than physical altercations-
based bullying (Schroeder et al. 2014). More recently, cyber-
bullying has emerged as a new medium for bullying behav-
iors as interactions between students via mobile phones and 
the Internet have increased (Hamm et al. 2015). Examples 
of cyberbullying include sending threatening or intimidat-
ing messages, attempting to damage victims’ reputations by 
sharing embarrassing information online, and impersonating 
victims online in order to damage their relationships with 
others (Pham and Adesman 2015).

The power-based nature of bullying dynamics highlights 
why students with disabilities may be more susceptible to 
victimization, as well as why some students with disabilities 
might be more prone to bullying others. Students with dis-
abilities such as speech and orthopedic impairments may 
exhibit behaviors that are visibly atypical, marking them 
as being “different” from their peers and rendering them 
highly visible to potential bullies (Cappadocia et al. 2012). 
Similarly, some students with less visible disabilities such 
as autism spectrum disorder (ASD) or intellectual disabili-
ties may exhibit different patterns of thinking or emotional 
responses to stimuli, which may also lead them their peers 
labeling them “different” or “other” (Rose et al. 2011a). 
Both can contribute to social exclusion, and contribute to 
less-developed social skills, which in turn also increase 
their vulnerability to victimization because peer support 
and friendships have been found to be protective factors 
against victimization (Demaray and Malecki 2003; Wang 
et al. 2009).

The presence or absence of social skills needed to develop 
and maintain friendships may serve as predictors of bully-
ing behavior and victimization. The “friendship-protection 
hypothesis” suggests that reciprocated friendships (Boulton 
et al. 1999) and a having a larger number of friends (Wang 
et al. 2009) are negatively related to victimization. Kendrick 
et al. (2012) proposed that friends both defend each other 
from bullies and also contribute to each other’s psychoso-
cial adjustment, making them less vulnerable to bullies in 
the first place. Interestingly, studies examining predictors of 
bullying behavior suggest that social popularity is positively 
associated with bullying behavior. Wang et al. (2009) sug-
gested that bullying is a way for adolescents to establish their 
social status within a large friend group.

Recent studies suggest that students with disabilities are 
targeted by bullies, and bully others, at higher rates than 
students without disabilities (Bear et al 2015; Blake et al. 
2012; Rose 2011a). Bullying behavior and victimization 

rates differ across disability categories, though current 
research does not offer a conclusive picture of trends 
between different disability groups. Findings from a recent 
nationally-representative survey identified the highest 
rates of bullying among students with emotional distur-
bance (28%), ASD (41%), other health impairments (44%), 
and intellectual disability (39%) (Lipscomb et al. 2017).

Although bullying is a significant problem for all stu-
dents, students with an ASD spectrum disorder (ASD) are 
at an increased risk of being victimized as well as involved 
in bullying others (Schroeder et al. 2014). Some studies 
have found that students with high levels of autistic traits, 
such as repetitive or stereotyped behaviors and commu-
nication challenges, were more likely to be victimized 
(Adams et al. 2014; Zablotsky et al. 2014). Lack of social 
perception and an inability to correctly perceive the pres-
ence of a bullying act or situation have been related to both 
bullying behavior and victimization among students with 
ASD (Schroeder et al. 2014; Van Roekel et al. 2010). In 
contrast, some students with ASD experience higher rates 
of victimization because they possess sufficient social 
and communication skills to engage with their peers more 
frequently, thus increasing their own exposure to poten-
tial bullies (Rowley et al. 2012).Van Roekel et al. (2010) 
noted that students with ASD may also be more likely 
to bully others because of increased tendencies to mis-
interpret social actions and to respond aggressively. This 
may occur dues to their increased likelihood of aggressive 
response and limited social problem solving capabilities 
(p. 1522). Given that students with ASD are more likely to 
bully others and be victimized, it is important to develop a 
clearer picture of the factors associated with bullying and 
victimization among students with ASD.

Although researchers have explored bullying among stu-
dents for decades, studies aimed at understanding bullying 
and victimization among students with disabilities—par-
ticularly among students with ASD—have emerged only 
in recent decades. Many of these studies have made use of 
small, nonrepresentative samples (Cappadocia et al. 2012; 
Zeedyk et al. 2014) or have been conducted in countries 
other than the United States (Hebron and Humphrey 2014; 
Rowley et al 2012; Van Roekel et al. 2010). Few studies have 
focused on bullying among students with ASD. Studies that 
have used nationally-representative samples have relied on 
parent reports of victimization and bullying behavior among 
students and have focused on predictors related to student 
and family characteristics (Sterzing et al. 2012; Zablotsky 
et al. 2014).

The present study aims to explore bullying with a focus 
on students with ASD and on student and family characteris-
tics most frequently associated with this disability category. 
Specifically, the study aims to address the following ques-
tions using a nationally-representative sample:
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1. To what extent are there differences in demographic 
characteristics, parent/household characteristics, com-
munication skills, social skills, and self-concept of 
students with ASD and students in all other disability 
categories?

2. To what extent do student and family characteristics pre-
dict bullying behavior and victimization of students with 
ASD?

Method

NLTS 2012

The National Longitudinal Transition Study 2012 (NLTS 
2012) provides nationally representative information about 
students who are receiving special education services as they 
prepare for the transition from secondary school to adult-
hood. NLTS 2012 permits a direct comparison of students 
with and without Individualized Education Plans (IEPs). The 
focus of this study, however, was on students with IEPs with 
a specific interest on special education students identified in 
the ASD category. The NLTS 2012 sampling process allows 
the results to be generalized to the full population of students 
receiving special education services in the United States. 
NLTS 2012 researchers established a two-stage national 
probability sample to produce precise, nationally repre-
sentative estimates of the backgrounds and experiences of 
these special education students. The first stage consisted of 
selecting a stratified national probability sample of districts 
to represent different geographic regions, district sizes, and 
other factors, and recruiting those districts to participate. 
The second stage consisted of selecting a stratified sample of 
students from each of the districts that had agreed to partici-
pate. The two-stage sampling design resulted in an overall 
sample of students with and without disabilities of 21,959 
students, of whom 17,476 were students with IEPs in 432 
participating districts.

Data collection was conducted from February-October 
2012 and from January-August 2013. The survey administra-
tion in 2012 was a computer-assisted telephone interview. In 
2013, the study introduced a web option and field interview-
ers. A total of 10,459 surveys of parents with students with 
IEPs were completed (12,988 parent surveys were completed 
for students with and without disabilities), representing a 
60% unweighted response rate. Across the two years of data 
collection, 8960 surveys of students with IEPs were com-
pleted (11,128 students surveys were completed for students 
with and without disabilities), representing a 51% response 
rate. Students were aged 12–23 when the interviews took 
place. Less than 2% were 12 years old, and less than 1% 
were 22 or 23 years old. All students were enrolled in grades 

7–12 or in a secondary, ungraded class at the time of the 
sampling (Lipscomb et al. 2017).

Because the NLTS 2012 sample was a stratified random 
sample, all subsequent analyses use weighted data. NLTS 
2012 data have two sets of weights for the parent survey 
data and the youth survey data. All youth weights were 
designed for analyses using the full respondent sample and 
are useful for analyzing measures that do not depend on the 
youth age or grade at the time of the survey. Enrolled youth 
weights were designed for analyses using the population of 
students who were enrolled in the referenced school year. 
These weights are appropriate for the analysis of measures 
in which the youth age or grade at the time of the survey is 
important for interpreting the response. NLTS 2012 includes 
11,853 parent survey respondents and 10,144 youth respond-
ents, with a positive value for the enrolled youth weights. 
These weights were post-stratified so that the weight count 
of sample members by age at interview matched the count 
of all youth (ages 13–21) enrolled in public school during 
the 2011–2012 school year.

Study Sample

The sample for the current study was students ages 11–22 
who were enrolled in school during the NLTS 2012 study, 
and were documented in school district records as hav-
ing ASD. Of the approximately 9500 students with IEPs 
who completed the survey, 1000 students were identified 
as having ASD; these ratios are consistent with the most 
recent data available from the US Department of Educa-
tion (NCES 2019). Among these students, approximately 50 
(13.9%) reported that they had bullied another student and 
310 (86.1%) students reported that they had been victimized. 
There were approximately 470 students in the unweighted 
sample with full responses for the variables included in the 
logistic regression models.

Measures

Dependent Variables

Seven dichotomous student-response items were used to 
create two dependent variables—bullying behavior and 
victimization. Students who responded “yes” to the ques-
tion “did you bully or pick on others” was coded as yes 
for bullying behavior. Students who responded “yes” to any 
one of six items indicating that they had been physically or 
verbally bullied, teased, threatened in person or online, or 
had items stolen from them at school were coded as yes for 
victimization.
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Student Demographic Characteristics and Parent/
Household Characteristics

Data on student gender, age, race, and free/reduced lunch 
status were provided by districts and household income and 
parent education level data were collected from the parent 
survey. Parent involvement data, included involvement at 
home and at school, were also coded from the parent survey. 
For parent involvement at home, parents were asked how 
often they spoke to the child about his or her school experi-
ences (1 = not at all to 4 = regularly) and how often they 
helped their child with his or her homework (1 = never to 
4 = 3 or more times a week). Responses to these two ques-
tions were added together for a parent involvement at home 
score with a range from 2 to 8. For parent involvement at 
school, parents were asked whether in the current school 
year they or another adult in the household had attended a 
general school meeting (e.g., back to school night), attended 
a school or class event (e.g., a play or sports event), vol-
unteered at school (e.g., chaperoned a class field trip) or 
gone to a parent/teacher conference with youth’s teacher. 
Responses of “yes” were coded as 1 and responses of “no” 
were coded as 0. For our analysis, the sum of responses to 
these four items was the measure of parent involvement at 
school; scores ranged from 0 to 4 points.

Communication Skills

Four items related to communication skills were identified 
in the student survey: communicate by any means, speak 
clearly, carry on an oral conversation, and understand what 
others say to them. Four possible responses to each these 
four items were combined to produce three responses: 
1 = “no trouble”; 2 = “a little trouble”; and 3 = “lots of trou-
ble” (combination of “a lot of trouble” and “not at all”). 
Other responses were treated as missing.

Social Skills‑Ability to Make Friends

Three dichotomous student-response items were included 
as a measure of students’ social skills. In this portion of the 
survey, students indicated their beliefs about their abilities 
to make friends, to make friends in new situations, and their 
perceptions as to whether other people like them. Similar 
approaches have been used to quantify social skills in other 
studies (Pellegrini et al. 2010; Sterzing et al 2012).

Self‑concept

Five dichotomous student-response items were used as a 
measure of students’ self-esteem. Students indicated whether 
they knew what they did best, whether they liked themselves, 
whether they were confident in their own abilities, whether 

they thought it is more important to be themselves than be 
popular, and whether they were aware of their own limita-
tions. Although these items were not identified as a construct 
in the student survey, they are very similar to items used 
to explore self-esteem in a prior study examining bullying 
among students with disabilities (Rose et al. 2016).

Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics were used to provide a comparison 
between students with ASD and students in all other IDEA 
disability categories on student and parent demographic 
characteristics as well as student communication skills, 
social skills, and self-concept (see Table 1). Weighted per-
centages and standard errors are provided; chi-square tests 
were used to identify significant differences. Unweighted 
sample sizes and all subsequent results are approximate, 
based on the Institute of Education Sciences data reporting 
requirements for restricted-use datasets to round to the near-
est 10. Missing rates ranged from 0 to 41.5% for students 
with ASD and 0–30.6% for students with other disabilities 
across all variables. Logistic regression analyses were con-
ducted separately for students with ASD to explore signifi-
cant predictors for bullying behavior and victimization (see 
Table 2). The weighted missing rates for the logistic regres-
sion models were 13.7% for the bullying behavior model and 
17.6% for the victimization model.

Results

Descriptive Comparison

As shown in Table 1, students with ASD and students with 
other disabilities showed significant differences on indi-
vidual and parent/family characteristics, including gender, 
age, race, free/reduced lunch status, household income, and 
highest parent education level at p < 0.001. Approximately 
85% of students with ASD were male, compared to 66% 
of other students with disabilities. Approximately 80% of 
students with ASD were identified as non-Black, compared 
with 66% of students with all other disabilities. Fewer stu-
dents with ASD (39%) receive free or reduced-priced lunch 
compared to students with other disabilities (60%). Approxi-
mately 68% of students with ASD live in households with 
annual incomes at or less than $40,000, compared with 
more than 80% of students with other disabilities. In addi-
tion, approximately 5% of the parents of students with ASD 
did not complete high school, compared with approximately 
16% of students with other disabilities.

With respect to the four measures of communication 
skills, students with ASD and students with other disabilities 
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Table 1  Sample Characteristics of Students with ASD and Students with Other Disabilities

Characteristics Students with ASD Students with Other Disabilities

na %b or  Mc SE na %b or  Mc SE

Total IEP 1000 8500
Individual characteristics
 Gender***
  Male 830 84.7 1.3 5340 65.7 0.9
  Female 170 15.3 1.3 3120 34.3 0.9

 Age***
  11–14 410 46.9 1.9 3580 49.7 1.1
  15–18 530 46.8 1.8 4440 48.0 1.1
  19–22 60 6.3 1.1 480 2.3 0.2

 Race***
  Non-Black 760 79.5 2.1 5450 66.3 2.0
  Any Black 140 13.6 1.7 1860 21.7 1.5
  Multi/other 20 2.1 0.6 230 2.6 0.4
  Hispanic 50 4.8 1.0 670 9.4 1.4

 Free/reduced lunch***
  No 490 60.7 2.2 2790 39.0 1.8
  Free 210 25.3 2.1 2830 43.1 2.3
  Reduced 50 6.5 1.1 420 5.6 0.5
  Free or reduced 70 7.5 1.5 880 12.2 1.8

Parent/family characteristics
 Household income***
  $20,000 or LESS 360 37.1 2.0 4450 56.3 1.6
  $20,001 to $40,000 290 31.1 1.9 1930 24.9 1.0
  $40,001 to $60,000 160 18.2 1.8 840 10.5 0.8
  $Over 60,000 120 13.6 1.6 660 8.3 0.8

 Parent involvement
  At home 890 6.3 0.1 7220 6.5  < 0.1
  At school 840 4.9 0.1 6730 4.6 0.1

 Highest parent education***
  Less than high school 60 5.1 0.8 1270 16.2 1.0
  High school diploma or GED 300 29.4 1.7 3170 37.7 1.0
  Technical or trade school degree 40 4.5 0.8 510 6.0 0.5
  2–4 year college degree 410 41.5 1.9 2570 31.1 1.0
  Graduate degree 170 19.5 1.8 820 8.9 0.8

Communication skills
 Communicate by any means***
  Not at all 10 1.2 0.5 90 0.3 0.1
  With a lot of trouble 140 13.9 1.4 660 3.5 0.3
  With a little trouble 350 35.0 1.8 2420 23.8 0.9
  With no trouble 500 49.8 2.0 5320 72.4 1.0

 Speak clearly***
  Not at all 80 7.6 1.0 550 2.1 0.2
  With a lot of trouble 130 13.4 1.5 630 3.8 0.3
  With a little trouble 310 30.2 1.8 2120 22.1 0.8
  With no trouble 490 48.8 2.0 5190 72.0 0.9

 Carry on an oral conversation***
  Not at all 140 13.7 1.4 630 2.7 0.2
  With a lot of trouble 240 23.3 1.7 680 5.3 0.4
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showed significant differences on all four measures at 
p < 0.001. Students with ASD are more likely to have a lot 
of trouble communicating or not be able to communicate at 
all compared to students with other disabilities. With respect 
to the ability to make friends, students with ASD are less 
likely to know how to make friends (p < 0.001) or to be able 
to make friends in new situations (p < 0.001), compared with 
students with all other disabilities. On the measures of self-
concept, students with ASD were less likely to like him/
herself (p < 0.05), be confident in own abilities (p < 0.05), 
and know how to make up for own limitations (p < 0.001), 
compared with students in all other disability categories.

Predictors of Bullying Behavior

A logistic regression model was also conducted for students 
with ASD to explore the significant predictors of bullying 
behavior. Results (see Table 2) showed that students with 
ASD aged 15–18 (p < 0.01) and 19–22 (p < 0.001) were less 
likely to report bullying others than students aged 11–14. 
Students with ASD who were Hispanic were more likely to 
report they had bullied others (OR 4.9, p < 0.05), compared 

to students with ASD who were non-Black. Students who 
identified as multi-racial or belonging to another racial 
group was less likely to report their bully behavior com-
pared to Hispanic students with ASD; however, the value 
of OR was less than (p < 0.001) which may be meaningless 
because one of the cells might be too small or missing data. 
Household income and parent involvement showed no sig-
nificant associations with bullying behavior. Students with 
ASD whose parents had a highest educational attainment of 
high school diploma or GED were less likely to report bul-
lying others than students whose parents who did not receive 
a high school diploma (OR 0.1, p < 0.05).

Compared to students with ASD who had no trouble com-
municating by any means, students with ASD who had lots 
of trouble communicating by any means were more likely to 
report they had bullied others (OR 24.7, p < 0.01). Compared 
to students with ASD who had no trouble speaking clearly, 
students with ASD who had lots of trouble speaking clearly 
were less likely to report they had bullied others (OR 0.1, 
p < 0.001). Compared to students with ASD who had no 
trouble understanding what others say to them, students with 
ASD who had lots of trouble understanding what others say 

Table 1  (continued)

Characteristics Students with ASD Students with Other Disabilities

na %b or  Mc SE na %b or  Mc SE

  With a little trouble 390 39.9 1.9 2220 24.3 0.8
  With no trouble 240 23.0 1.6 4950 67.7 1.0

 Understand what others say to them***
  Not at all  < 10 0.2 0.1 100 0.5 0.1
  With a lot of trouble 160 18.3 1.5 730 5.2 0.4
  With a little trouble 530 50.9 1.8 3240 36.8 1.0
  With no trouble 310 30.6 1.8 4400 57.6 1.1

Ability to make friends
 Know how to make friends*** 460 76.2 2.0 5470 92.7 0.5
 Able to make friends in new situations*** 410 67.2 2.5 5050 87.0 0.6
 Other people like me 530 92.0 1.3 5410 92.0 0.6

Self-concept
 Youth knows what s/he does best 560 94.5 1.1 5680 95.2 0.5
 Youth likes him/herself* 550 91.9 1.3 5620 95.1 0.4
 Youth is confident in own abilities* 520 88.2 1.5 5420 92.2 0.5
 Youth believes that it is better to be yourself than to be popular 560 95.6 0.9 5650 95.3 0.4
 Youth knows how to make up for own limitations*** 480 82.9 1.8 5290 90.2 0.6

Source U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance, 
National Longitudinal Transition Study 2012 (NLTS 2012), parent/youth surveys
Missing rates ranged from 0 to 41.5% for students with ASD and 0–30.6% for students with other disabilities across all variables. All compari-
sons are between students with ASD and students with other disabilities
a Unweighted sample size rounded to nearest 10
b Weighted percentage
c Weighted mean
*p < .05, **p < .01, **p < .001
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Table 2  Logistic regression results for bullying behavior and victimization for students with ASD

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Longitudinal Transition Study (NLTS, 2012)
CI confidence interval
a Unweighted sample sizes were rounded to nearest 10. These are the number of unweighted observations used in the logistic regression models
b The number of weighted observations used in the logistic regression models

Characteristics Bullying behavior Victimization

β OR 95%CI β OR 95%CI

Individual characteristics
 Age (reference: 11–14)

  Age 15–18 − 4.1** 0.3 [0.15, 0.74] − 1.8* 0.6 [0.39, 0.96]
  Age 19–22 − 17.1***  < 0.001 [< 0.001, < 0.001] − 3.3*** 0.1 [0.02, 0.27]

 Gender (reference: male)
  Female − 0.6 0.8 [0.2, 3.08] 0.4 1.2 [0.59, 2.25]

 Race (reference: non-Black)
  Any Black − 0.4 0.3 [0.15, 0.74] − 1.9* 0.6 [0.39, 0.96]
  Hispanic 2.8* 4.9 [1.2, 20.02] 1.5 2.3 [0.77, 7.14]
  Multi/other − 13.4***  < 0.001 [< 0.001, < 0.001] 2.0 6.7 [0.89, 49.57]

Parent/family characteristics
 Household income (reference: < $20 K)

  $20,001 to $40,000 3.0 2.4 [0.58, 9.88] 1.6 1.6 [0.89, 2.86]
  $40,001 to $60,000 3.5 3.1 [0.71, 13.22] 0.7 1.2 [0.62, 2.46]
  $Over 60,000 0.0 1.0 [0.18, 5.57] 0.1 1.1 [0.47, 2.38]

 Parent highest education (reference: < HS)
  High school diploma or GED − 8.1* 0.1 [0.01, 0.92] − 1.9 0.5 [0.14, 2.13]
  More than high school − 4.2 0.3 [0.04, 1.82] − 2.5 0.5 [0.12, 1.81]

 Parent involvement
  At home 2.7 1.1 [1.00, 1.24] 1.7 1.1 [1.00, 1.15]
  At school 0.4 1.1 [0.66, 1.67] 0.3 1.0 [0.84, 1.28]

Communication skills (reference: no trouble)
 Communicate by any means

  Lots of trouble 4.8** 24.7 [3.09, 197.83] − 0.2 0.9 [0.08, 10.00]
  A little trouble 1.8 1.6 [0.32, 8.46] − 6.3 0.2 [0.02, 1.16]

 Speak clearly
  Lots of trouble − 5.9*** 0.1 [0.01, 0.29] 4.0* 7.2 [1.32, 39.42]
  A little trouble − 0.8 0.8 [0.16, 3.98] 6.1 5.9 [0.84, 40.84]

 Carry on an oral conversation
  Lots of trouble − 1.1 0.7 [0.18, 2.72] − 1.7 0.6 [0.25, 1.25]
  A little trouble 3.2 2.4 [0.70, 8.11] 0.6 1.2 [0.67, 2.05]

 Understand what others say to them
  Lots of trouble 5.0** 10.7 [2.03, 56.75] 0.5 1.3 [0.47, 3.55]
  A little trouble 3.2 2.4 [0.68, 8.31] 0.1 1.0 [0.61, 1.70]

 Ability to make friends
  Know how to make friends 1.9 1.8 [0.54, 6.34] 0.9 1.3 [0.76, 2.36]
  Able to make friends in new situations 1.9 1.7 [0.65, 4.48] − 0.7 0.8 [0.47, 1.40]
  Other people like me − 1.0 0.6 [0.06, 5.67] 2.0* 2.6 [1.17, 5.98]

 Self-concept
  Youth knows what s/he does best − 0.9 0.6 [0.11, 3.03] − 0.4 0.8 [0.27, 2.22]
  Youth likes him/herself 3.4* 5.8 [1.42, 23.72] 2.0* 2.7 [1.04, 7.12]
  Youth is confident in own abilities − 4.3* 0.1 [0.03, 0.91] − 1.5 0.5 [0.24, 1.10]
  Youth believes that it is better to be yourself than to be 

popular
2.4* 4.8 [1.28, 17.82] 0.9 1.8 [0.62, 5.38]

  Youth knows how to make up for own limitations 0.7 1.3 [0.47, 3.46] − 0.3 0.9 [0.47, 1.70]
 R2 0.14 0.14
 Unweighted  na 470 470
 Weighted  nb 84,527 84,921
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to them were more likely to report they had bullied oth-
ers (OR 10.7, p < 0.01). None of the items related to social 
skills (the ability to make friends) were significant predic-
tors for bullying behaviors. However, results showed that 
self-concept items had significant associations with bullying 
behavior. Students who indicated that they liked themselves 
were more likely to report they had bullied others (OR 5.8, 
p < 0.05). Students with ASD who were confident in own 
abilities were less likely to report they had bullied others 
(OR 0.1, p < 0.05). Students who believe that it is better to be 
yourself than to be popular were more likely to report they 
had bullied others (OR 4.8, p < 0.05).

Predictors of Victimization

A logistic regression model was conducted for students with 
ASD to explore the significant predictors of victimization. 
Results of the logistic regression model for victimization 
(see Table 2) showed that students with ASD aged 15–18 
(OR 0.6, p < 0.05) and aged 19–22 (OR 0.1, p < 0.001) were 
less likely to report that they had been victimized compared 
to students with ASD aged 11–14. Students with ASD who 
identified as any Black were less likely to report they were 
victims (OR 0.6, p < 0.05), compared to students with ASD 
who were non-Black. Household income, parent education 
levels and parent involvement had no significant association 
with victimization.

For levels of communication skills, students who had lots 
of trouble speaking clearly were more likely to be victimized 
than students who had no trouble at all speaking (OR 7.2, 
p < 0.05). With respect to social skills, students who reported 
that other people liked them were more likely to report they 
had been victimized (OR 2.6, p < 0.05) compared to students 
who reported that other people did not like them. Among 
self-concept items, students who like themselves were also 
more likely to be report being victimized (OR 2.7, p < 0.05) 
compared to students who do not like them self.

Discussion

The results of this analysis largely support the findings of 
previous studies exploring bullying among students with 
ASD (Adams et al. 2014; Van Roekel et al. 2010; Zablotsky 
et al. 2014). Findings broadly suggest that communication 
skills, social skills, race, and family income are predictive 
of student involvement in bullying as victims, aggressors, or 
both. However, some findings from the current study chal-
lenge findings from earlier studies, such as the relationship 
between aspects of students’ self-concept and their role in 
bullying.

Previous studies exploring victimization by bullies have 
suggested that students with communication challenges are 

more likely to be targeted by bullies (Adams et al. 2014; 
Zablotsky et al. 2014). Our analysis supports the previous 
research by indicating that students who have a lot of trouble 
speaking clearly were less likely to be aggressors but seven 
times more likely to be victimized than those who had no 
trouble speaking clearly. A student who struggles to speak 
clearly could certainly be viewed as being “different” or 
“other,” characteristics that researchers have suggested make 
students with disabilities more likely to targeted by bullies 
(Rose et al. 2011b) Students who have difficulties speaking 
may also be viewed as timid, passive, and unable to defend 
themselves, making them easy targets for bullies(Sabornie 
1994).

The current analysis found no significant relationships 
between social skills and bullying involvement except in 
one regard: students in the current study who indicated that 
“other people like me” were twice as likely to be bullied; 
much previous research has suggested that social skills are 
inversely related with victimization (Rose et al. 2011b; 
Schroeder et al. 2014). Additionally, this finding contradicts 
much previous research that has highlighted friendship as a 
protective factor against victimization (e.g., Boulton et al. 
1999; Wang et al. 2009; Zablotsky et al. 2014). It could be 
argued that a student’s perception of their own likability is 
in fact a measurement of the student’s self-esteem, rather 
than their social skills. However, previous research suggests 
lower self-esteem predicted higher levels of victimization 
(O’Moore and Kirkham 2001; Rose et al. 2016), while the 
current analysis suggests that the opposite may be true.

Findings from earlier studies are not in agreement about 
the relationship between self-esteem and bullying, as other 
studies found no significant relationship between victimi-
zation and self-esteem (Seals and Young 2003). However, 
Rowley et al., (2012) hypothesize that students who feel 
they are likable may engage socially with their peers more 
frequently; in doing so they may place themselves in more 
social situations where these traits becomes more noticeable, 
making themselves more visible and accessible to potential 
bullies. The authors further suggest that more socially-adept 
students are more likely to report being bullied by others.

Although much of the literature focuses on students with 
disabilities as the victims of bullies, students with disabili-
ties do become involved in bullying others. In the current 
study, students who struggle to communicate with others 
were significantly more likely to report having bullied other 
students than students who have an easier time communicat-
ing with others. Students who bully others are characterized 
as being impulsive, and easily angered or agitated; these 
characteristics are also associated with students with ASD 
who may struggle to communicate appropriately due to a 
deficit in social cognition (Blood et al. 2013).

The self-concept items included in the current analysis 
yielded unexpected relationships. Students who reported 
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liking themselves were more than five times more likely to 
bully others, and students who thought it was “better to be 
myself than be popular” were over four times more likely 
to bully others. The self-concept construct also included a 
question on students’ confidence in their own abilities, and 
the responses to this item yield somewhat conflicting results: 
students who reported that they felt confident in their own 
abilities were less likely to bully others. As noted above, the 
self-concept items included in the analysis could be con-
strued as self-esteem items; previous research, conducted 
among general education students, suggests that both lower 
(O’Moore and Hillery 2001) and higher (Natvig et al. 2001) 
levels of self-esteem can be predictors of bullying behavior.

Some studies attribute the varying relationship between 
self-esteem and bullying behavior to the broader school 
environment. Higher self-esteem has been associated with 
bullying behavior in schools that students perceived to be 
unfair or unsupportive (Gendron et al. 2011), and students 
who felt disconnected from teachers and classmates are more 
likely to engage in bullying their peers (Nansel et al. 2001). 
Students completing the survey may have interpreted the 
survey item about abilities as relating to their academic abili-
ties; a negative view of one’s academic abilities could also 
contribute to students’ perception of unsupportive schools 
and teachers.

Data from the current study highlighted some demo-
graphic characteristics that were associated with bullying 
behaviors of students with ASD. Consistent with previous 
research (e.g., Blake et al. 2012; Wang et al. 2009), older 
students were less likely to bully others or be victimized, 
with bullying and victimization occurring more frequently 
when students were aged 11–14. Analyses examining race 
and bullying/victimization suggest less clear-cut relation-
ships. The current study found for students with ASD that 
compared to white students, Hispanic students were more 
likely to bully others and multi-racial students were less 
likely to bully others, while Black students were less likely 
to be victimized than white students. Previous research on 
the relationship between race and bullying yielded inconclu-
sive results regarding the relationship between a student’s 
racial identity and the likelihood of either bullying others 
or being victimized. In their study of students without dis-
abilities Seals and Young (2003) found no significant rela-
tionships between race and bullying/victimization, while 
others have found that Black and Hispanic students bully 
others at greater rates and are victimized by others at lesser 
rates than white students (Sawyer et al. 2008; Spriggs et al. 
2007). Conflicting findings may result in part from the dif-
ferent ways students of different races interpret the term 
“bullying,” and that using both behavior-based measures, 
rather than definitional measures (used in this study) might 
offer a more clear picture of incidence among different racial 
groups (Sawyer et al. 2008).

The current study suggests an inverse relationship 
between bullying others and parental education level. Paren-
tal education level is often used as an indicator of house-
hold SES. However, this study found no significant relation-
ships were seen between bullying behavior and household 
income. The apparently conflicting findings suggest that 
higher parental education levels may act as a protective fac-
tor in other ways. Previous studies exploring relationships 
between family SES and bullying behavior in students with 
disabilities have often relied on household income as the pri-
mary indicator of SES. These studies have found no relation-
ship between SES and the likelihood of bullying behavior 
(Blake et al. 2016; Sterzing et al. 2012). However, studies 
exploring bullying and SES in general education students 
have found that bullying behavior is associated with lower 
parental education level (Shetgiri et al. 2012; Tippett and 
Wolke 2014). Jansen et al. (2012) suggest that parents with 
higher education levels may have social and coping skills 
that allowed them to be successful in school environments; 
parents transmit these skills their children, helping to aid 
their success in school.

Implications for Practice

The findings from the current study confirm findings from 
previous studies by highlighting the interconnectedness of 
factors that contribute to bullying involvement of students 
with ASD; factors such as communication skills, social 
skills, and self-concept impact one another, and may be con-
nected with other indicators such as race and household SES 
(Rose et al. 2011b; Schroeder et al. 2014). As a consequence, 
interventions to address bullying involvement among stu-
dents with ASD must address risk factors in targeted but 
multifaceted ways. While interventions that improve com-
munication and social skills among students with ASD is 
important and necessary, alone they are insufficient for 
reducing victimization and bullying of and by students with 
ASD. Efforts to build awareness and skills around response 
to bullying should additionally target parents, peers, and 
teachers as well (Humphrey and Hebron 2015; Raskaukas 
and Modell 2011).

Interventions at the individual level might include educa-
tion and training in recognizing and responding appropri-
ately to bullying alongside targeted support for the develop-
ment of communication and social skills (Schroeder et al. 
2014). At the classroom and school-wide levels, educators 
can play important roles in building acceptance and appreci-
ation for exceptionalities among students who would learn to 
include and respect their atypically-developing peers (Cap-
padocia et al. 2012).Overall school climate can be improved 
through school-wide policies regarding bullying and training 
for teachers and staff (Zablotsky et al. 2014); schoolwide 
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implementation of interventions such as Positive Behavioral 
Interventions and Supports (PBIS) have been correlated with 
significant decreases in bullying among students (Waasdorp 
et al. 2012). Bullying interventions have historically targeted 
elementary school-aged students, and bullying rates have 
typically declined with age. However, students with ASD are 
still bullied and bully others through adolescence, suggest-
ing that more interventions aimed at high school students 
are needed. Given the increased likelihood that both bullies 
and victims may suffer from traumatic stress as a result of 
involvement in bullying (Hoover 2015), trauma-informed 
approaches may be appropriate.

Implications for Research

Future research should rely on reports from multiple inform-
ants (students, parents, and teachers) gain a more accurate 
measure of bullying incidence rates and whether bullying 
involvement is greater for students with ASD than those 
with other disabilities (e.g., ADHD, LD) as inconsistencies 
are noted in the literature (Schroeder et al. 2014). Studies 
are also needed to further identify specific risk factors and 
protective factors that are associated with students with 
ASD. Specific social behavior and cognition factors are of 
particular interest in identifying potential interventions and 
strategies that can address victimization and students’ bully-
ing of others. For example, teachers can play an intervening 
role in constructing and facilitating positive social interac-
tions among students with and without disabilities (Cappa-
docia et al. 2012). Others have discussed the importance of 
school-wide approaches as an intervention to address bul-
lying behavior (Waasdorp et at. 2012). Research on the role 
parents can play in decreasing their child’s victimization 
and perpetration is warranted, though the knowledge and 
skills parents need to acquire through training to support 
their child with ASD have not been well-documented.

Limitations

Several limitations need to be acknowledged. First, data on 
bullying were self–reported by parents and youth; no third 
party information was collected (e.g., from school staff) to 
allow for triangulation of data. Having information from 
school staff would have been advantageous. Second, the 
number of items and perspective of items were limited by 
the study design of NLTS 2012. For example, using multiple 
scales to measure understanding of bullying behavior (Rose 
et al. 2016). Third, even though NLTS 2012 provided several 
sets of weights to handle the effects of small cell sizes, cer-
tain analyses were conducted with caution. Even though the 
analyses in this current study used the weights, strata, and 

clusters in analyses as suggested by the NLTS 2012 design 
documentation (Burghardt et al. 2017), the results should 
be interpreted with cautions due to the high percentage of 
missing data for students with ASD.

Finally, this study also was limited by the NLTS 2012 
design and the available items in the NLTS 2012 dataset. 
Youth with ASD are less able to understand social cues and 
may not realize that they are either being bullied or are bul-
lying others (see Loveland et al. 2001; Pierce et al. 1997). 
For example, Von Roekel et al. (2010) found that among 
adolescents with ASD, both bullies and victims were biased 
in their perceptions of bullying incidents; victims frequently 
interpreted non-bullying situations as bullying, and bullies 
frequently interpreted bullying situations as non-bullying. 
Further, the questions used in the current study to identify 
bullying behavior, “when youth are asked if they have bul-
lied someone else,” may not have necessarily been com-
pletely understood by the student when recording their sur-
vey responses to these types of items. Lack of self-awareness 
among students with ASD, coupled with social desirability 
affects suggest that using a broader range of survey items 
and multiple scales to measure the student’s understanding 
of bullying behavior would be advantageous in future studies 
(Rose et al. 2016).

Conclusion

Bullying continues to disproportionately affect students with 
disabilities, and students with ASD are particularly at risk 
for involvement, both as bullies and as victims. The pre-
sent study used a large, nationally-representative data set to 
explore the relationships between bullying and victimization 
and student characteristics and demographics. Results of the 
current analysis align with those of early studies suggest-
ing that students’ communication skills, social skills, and 
self-concept are all associated with bullying and victimiza-
tion. These skills and self-perceptions should continue to 
be important foci of future research and intervention efforts 
aimed at addressing bullying among students with ASD and 
other developmental disabilities.

Relationships between demographic factors and bullying 
involvement are less clearly defined in the current analysis, 
as has been the case across the larger body of research. The 
exploration of contextual factors, such as the racial/ethnic 
and socioeconomic composition of schools, both among 
students and staff, may help to better contextualize and 
clarify findings that associate certain demographics with 
bullying and victimization. The ultimate goals of research 
and interventions should be both strengthening the skills of 
students in dealing with bullying situations and changing 
school environments so that bullying is likely to occur. The 
impacts of bullying behavior during school years lasts well 
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into adulthood, and efforts to address bullying, both among 
students with disabilities and without, will contribute to 
improved educational outcomes for all students.
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