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Abstract Abstract 

Children begin to stigmatize their peers around the age of 3 years.1 Previous research have not 
conclusively identified factors influencing children’s negative perception of disability, stigmatization, 
discrimination, and bullying. Current research proposes three factors regarding children’s negative 
perception of disability: 1) self-esteem; 2) theory of mind (ToM; ability to understand others’ beliefs, 
desires, and intentions); and 3) empathy. First, research showed that bullies, those who voice their 
negative perception, have a lower global self-esteem, while children with higher self-esteem participate 

less in bullying behavior.3 Second, it was found that children with better ToM skills have greater positive 

trait attributions and behavioral predictions about stereotyped populations.4 Third, empathy level might 
be another important factor: contact with persons having disability often results in reduced negative 

perceptions and stigmatization, which corresponds with elevation of empathy level.5 However, previous 
research did not evaluate the interplay between the above-mentioned three factors. Identifying the most 
important factor(s) might allow future targeted interventions to reduce negative perceptions among 
children toward their peers with disabilities. 
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Megan Pfohl & Iryna Babik

Abstract
Children begin to stigmatize their peers around the age of 3 years.1 Previous research have not conclusively 

identified factors influencing children’s negative perception of disability, stigmatization, discrimination, and 
bullying. Current research proposes three factors regarding children’s negative perception of disability: 1) 
self-esteem; 2) theory of mind (ToM; ability to understand others’ beliefs, desires, and intentions); and 3) 
empathy. First, research showed that bullies, those who voice their negative perception, have a lower global 
self-esteem, while children with higher self-esteem participate less in bullying behavior.3 Second, it was found 
that children with better ToM skills have greater positive trait attributions and behavioral predictions about 
stereotyped populations.4 Third, empathy level might be another important factor: contact with persons having 
disability often results in reduced negative perceptions and stigmatization, which corresponds with elevation of 
empathy level.5 However, previous research did not evaluate the interplay between the above-mentioned three 
factors.  Identifying the most important factor(s) might allow future targeted interventions to reduce negative 
perceptions among children toward their peers with disabilities.
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Theory of Mind (ToM)
Theory of Mind (ToM) is the way an individual recognizes another's 
thoughts, beliefs, desires, and intentions. This is an  important factor to 
understand because it enables us to know when children have the ability 
to acknowledge that their peers may have different thoughts and 
feelings than them. This skill is critical to gaining a more positive 
perception toward those with disabilities. 

Empathy
One of the most influential aspects of improving a child’s perception of 
an individual with a disability is the amount of contact they get. 
Research shows that this contact is only effective if it is accompanied 
by empathy.5 This proves that it is important for children to understand 
what their peer is going through so they may be able to acknowledge 
how the peer might be feeling.

Self-Esteem
Students who do not participate in bullying, or voicing their negative 
opinions of their peers with disabilities, are shown to have a high global 
self-esteem.3 It can then be assumed that having a higher self-esteem is 
correlated with a lower likelihood of bullying behavior. This shows us 
that a sufficient level of self-esteem  is necessary for children to have 
positive perceptions of individuals with disabilities. 
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