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Understand Risk and protective factors of bystander 
intervention

Identify Bystander intervention strategies
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intervention



What Is a Bystander?

A bystander is an observer near a problematic or potentially 
problematic situation who has the choice to act or not act.

Anyone can act as a bystander. 



What Is Bystander Intervention?

• Bystander intervention is the act of an individual taking 
purposeful action to respond to a situation that could potentially 
cause harm to an individual or group. 

• Bystander intervention can help prevent negative outcomes and 
mitigate negative behaviors such as:

Harassment Assault Violence Retaliation Discrimination

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The Department of Defense places great value on making the military a safe and fair place of work. As such, the Agency has invested in efforts to address interpersonal conflicts, such as harassment, violence, and discrimination (Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness [Office of USD P&R], 2022). 
Bystander intervention shows great promise as a primary prevention tool for mitigating issues such as harassment/assault (e.g., Arbeit, 2018; Holland & Cipriano, 2019; Pazienza et al., 2022), bullying (e.g., Hellemans et al., 2017; Jönsson & Muhonen, 2022), unsafe drinking (e.g., Elliman et al., 2018; Orchowski et al., 2023), and other issues that can negatively impact individuals, teams, and the overall work climate. 
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Other Important Terms

Bystander 
Effect

Bystander 
Efficacy Self-Efficacy
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The bystander effect is a phenomenon that explains the reduced likelihood of an individual to act or intervene in an emergency situation when others are present (Darley & Latané, 1968; Latané & Nida, 1981).  In other words, in a situation where there are multiple people nearby (bystanders), each individual is less likely to intervene to help, thinking that someone else will act.
Bystander efficacy is the positive attitudes, confidence, and skills necessary to intervene (Park & Kim, 2023).  For some, experience or personal qualities of personality may make an individual more likely to intervene in a potentially harmful situation naturally (Moschella & Banyard, 2021).  For all, comprehensive, frequent, and quality training can help to build and refine these factors, making intervention more likely (Park & Kim, 2023). 
Self-efficacy is an individual’s belief that their actions can have the desired effect on their environment (Bandura, 1997).  For example, if an individual believes that taking action to intervene will not help the situation, that individual would be said to have a low sense of self-efficacy.  On the other hand, if an individual believes that their actions can make a difference in a situation or the overall climate, this indicates they have a high sense of self-efficacy.
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Beneficial Impacts of 
Bystander Intervention
Individual impacts of bystander intervention include impacts on 
the target, the perpetrator, and the bystander themselves.

For Targets
Mitigates or 

prevents potential 
harm

For Perpetrators
Curbs harmful or 

misguided 
behavior

For Bystanders
Increases sense 
of self-efficacy 
and resilience
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The individuals involved in bystander intervention are the situation's target, the perpetrator, and the bystanders themselves.  Each is impacted differently by the situation.  When implemented correctly and supported by the climate and organization, bystander intervention can have a positive effect on all individuals involved.
For the target, a climate that supports bystander intervention is likely to increase intervention action (Burn, 2009).  This signals to perpetrators that such behavior is not tolerated and detours the likelihood of further similar interactions.  Support through bystander intervention may also mitigate the negative effects of harm on the part of the target (Shea et al., 2023).  In other words, feeling supported may decrease a target’s feelings of being alone or abandoned in the event, increasing feelings of overall support and decreasing feelings of harm or fear of future harm.
For perpetrators, seeing that their behavior is not tolerated within the organization challenges perceptions and social norms that may have created misunderstanding or misguided views about what is and is not appropriate conduct.  In other words, an organization and climate that protects and supports bystanders who intervene may also mitigate the likelihood of perpetrators continuing harmful behavior.
For the bystander, when individuals who choose to intervene in situations see their actions as being supported by leaders and the organization, it can create a greater sense of self-efficacy and resilience against future situations because the individual (bystander) believes they have the ability to create change within their environment (Pazienza et al., 2022).
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Team Impacts of Intervention

A reciprocal relationship exists 
between bystander 
intervention and team impacts.
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Teams with high levels of morale and group cohesion are more likely to intervene in situations that may negatively impact group members (Holland et al., 2016).
As support for bystander intervention increases, team morale and cohesion are also likely to increase, providing more support for bystander intervention.
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Organizational Impacts of Intervention

Leaders set the tone 
for individual action, 
climate, and 
support.
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Similar to the bystander intervention impacts on teams, organizations experience a somewhat reciprocating impact.
Support: Organizations and leaders that support bystander intervention through efforts such as frequent training (Alegría-Flores et al., 2017; Holland et al., 2016; Holland & Cipriano, 2019; Potter & Moynihan, 2011) and supported response to reported misconduct (Holland et al., 2016) are likely to see an increase in support for bystander intervention at the individual level.
Action: When individuals know they are supported, such as through knowledge gleaned from training and protective policies, they are more likely to take action through bystander intervention.
Acceptance: As more individuals act through bystander intervention, it becomes part of the accepted expectations within the climate.
Buy-in: When the climate encourages personal responsibility and accountability, such as through bystander intervention, support organizational values and adherence to policies (Holland et al., 2016).
Effectiveness: As overall bystander intervention increases through buy-in and support of organizational values, crucial organizational factors such as retention and mission effectiveness (by way of increased team morale and cohesion) are also likely to increase.
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Overview of Risk and Protective 
Factors for Bystander Intervention

Risk and protective factors exist in different levels of human 
interaction.

Macrosystem
• Organizational practices
• Societal norms and cultural values

Exosystem
• Prevention training and exposure
• Trust in the reporting structure

Microsystem
• Unit morale and cohesion
• Rank within the hierarchy

Interpersonal • Individual characteristics and beliefs
• Personal experience
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Each level of the ecological model affects and is affected by the other levels.  For instance, interpersonal factors influence how individuals interact with their team (microsystem) all the way up to their organization and within their society (macrosystem).  Conversely, factors such as societal norms at the macrosystem level trickle down in effect to influence training focuses, the climate that influences team morale and cohesion, and what shapes the beliefs and experiences of individuals.

Interpersonal: Factors such as individual characteristics (e.g., demographics or personality traits), personal beliefs, and personal experience influence an individual's sense of power or confidence in their ability to affect a situation, evaluation of the severity of the situation, and their urgency to change it.
Microsystem: Unit morale, cohesion, and place in the hierarchy play a role in an individual’s sense of responsibility toward individuals involved in the situation and view on how it could affect the overall climate.  For instance, an individual who feels a low sense of connection and satisfaction is less likely to intervene in a situation than if they felt a strong connection and held a need to protect that.  Hierarchy also plays a role in an individual’s sense of power and responsibility to intervene and prevent harm, with those higher in rank tending to feel more secure and compelled to intervene (Holland et al., 2016).
Exosystem: This consists of bridging qualities between the micro- and macrosystems, such as training and trust in reporting structures created through response to reporting.  Training helps to clarify and emphasize the expectations of conduct within the organization or environment, and trust facilitates support for upholding expectations.
Macrosystem: Elements of the environment, such as organizational practices and policies, or societal norms and cultural values, that frame what is or is not acceptable behavior.  For instance, if an organization tends to look the other way or even encourage a specific behavior, even if it is against policy standards, it is less likely that a bystander will intervene to disrupt the situation because they fear consequences or may not see it as harmful due to its commonplace.
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Risk Factors for Bystander 
Intervention

Bystander 
unlikely to 
intervene 

when

Ambiguity of 
the situation

Low morale 
and group 

cohesion in 
climate

Anticipation of 
others’ 

response

Social 
norms and 

societal 
attitudes
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Risk factors for bystander intervention discourage or decrease the likelihood that bystanders will intervene in a situation.
Ambiguity in the situation occurs when bystanders are not able to identify if the situation is changing or to the target.
When bystanders are uncertain about a situation, they may hesitate to intervene (Bennett et al., 2014; Yule & Grych, 2020). 
Climate factors of low team morale (Holland et al., 2016) and low group cohesion (Lucero et al., 2019) are risk factors for inhibited bystander intervention.  These factors can decrease the level of personal responsibility and connection within individuals to encourage them to intervene. 
For example, an individual who is disappointed with or feels disconnected from their team may feel that action is fruitless because nothing will change or may not feel it is worth the risk and discharge themselves of responsibility to intervene.
Anticipation of others’ response, or bystander theory, is a risk factor of bystander intervention when individuals assume a lower sense of responsibility to act because they assume other bystanders will act instead (Darley & Latané, 1968; Latané & Nida, 1981). 
In other words, in a crowded room of people, no one may take action because they believe someone else will do so. 
This sense of “others” may be people who are immediately present or a sense of others who do or should know about the situation.
Social risk factors of bystander intervention are aspects of social norms, culture, and societal attitudes (Robinson et al., 2022; Prentice & Miller, 1993; Rutkowski et al., 1983).  These factors lead to issues such as questioning if the situation is really causing any harm, or enough harm to warrant intervening in the situation at an individual’s own risk.
An example is if social norms allow or encourage new members to perform certain tasks to prove worth and loyalty to the group (hazing), then a bystander may not see even extreme examples of this behavior as harmful.
Bystanders may also fear retaliation or other consequences for speaking out against practices that are otherwise accepted or encouraged within the organization or environment (Banyard et al., 2019; Bennett et al., 2014; Wong et al., 2021; Zeidan et al., 2022).
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Protective Factors for Bystander 
Intervention

Individual 
characteristics

Less perceived 
risk of harm to 

self
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Protective factors for bystander intervention encourage or increase the likelihood that bystanders will intervene in a situation.
Individual characteristics:
Some demographic characteristics may increase the likelihood of an individual intervening as a bystander.  In a military setting, sex is one demographic characteristic, as military-affiliated women have been reported to be as much as 4 times more likely to intervene than military-affiliated men (Holland et al., 2016).
In a military setting, rank is a demographic factor, much like age or socioeconomic status in the general population.  Service members of higher rank are more likely to intervene as bystanders than Service members of lower rank (Holland et al., 2016).
Positive personality characteristics, such as high levels of empathy, also increase the likelihood that a bystander possessing these qualities will intervene (Liang & Park, 2022; Vera et al., 2023).  For instance, an individual high in empathy may be able to better relate to the distress of the target and, therefore, feel more compelled to try to stop the situation or provide support to the target.
Less perceived risk of harm to self:
Bystanders who perceive their risk of personal harm is low are more likely to intervene (Bennett et al., 2014; Logan & Walker, 2021).
Physical safety is one factor in the perceived risk of personal harm.
Rank is a factor that may play into perceived risk of harm, as Service members of higher rank may feel a sense of protection by their status that limits the risk of social harm (e.g., retaliation or ostracism).
Trust in the organization and work environment:
Trust in reporting systems encourages bystander intervention because bystanders may feel more confident that their efforts to intervene are worth it, such as reports being taken seriously and that bystanders and targets will be protected through the reporting process (Holland et al., 2016).
Trust and confidence in the workplace environment include factors such as effective conflict management methods (Baillien et al., 2011), which help bystanders feel a greater sense of support from the work environment.
Confidence in skills and knowledge:
When bystanders feel they are equipped with effective skills to intervene, they are likely to feel more confident in doing so and more likely to take action (Bennett et al., 2014; Buckler et al., 2019).  This includes having a thorough knowledge of intervention strategies (Bennett et al., 2014; Ford et al., 2024) and the ability to identify harmful situations.
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Bystander Intervention Strategies 
(1 of 2)

Direct 
Intervention

Directly 
engaging with 
the perpetrator 

or target

Delegation

Seeking 
assistance 

from an 
authority figure 

or peer

Distraction

Redirecting 
attention away 

from the 
harmful 
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Three common bystander intervention methods are direct intervention, delegation, and distraction.
There is no “right way” to intervene, and different types of intervention methods may be better suited to a situation based on the circumstances and the bystander’s individual feelings and perceptions of the situation.
Direct intervention may look like telling the perpetrator to stop the behavior or asking the target if they are okay in the situation.
Delegation can look like reaching out to a peer to seek help or an authority figure to de-escalate the situation.
Distraction could be the bystander doing something to redirect attention, like spilling a drink or telling a joke, in an effort to draw the perpetrator’s attention from the target or lower the tension in the moment.



Bystander Intervention Strategies 
(2 of 2)

Diffusion

Acting to calm 
the individuals 

involved

Distance

Physically 
distancing the 

target or 
perpetrator 

from the 
situation

Delay

Waiting to 
respond, 

following up 
with the target 

later

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Other bystander intervention methods include diffusion, distance, and delay.
Diffusion can be helpful in situations where the bystander knows both individuals or feels confident about their ability to successfully diffuse the situation through talking–conflict management.
Distance involves physically removing either the target or perpetrator from the situation.  This could be useful in situations where the bystander knows either the target or the perpetrator and feels like putting distance between them could de-escalate the situation effectively.  This intervention strategy might be followed up with other intervention methods, such as diffusion or delegation.
Delay can be used in situations where the bystander does not feel comfortable getting directly involved with the situation but still feels like intervention needs to occur.  This may look like offering support or advice to the target or reporting the situation.



Strategies: Steps to Bystander 
Intervention

• Bystander intervention can be approached in a step process
• Practice makes progress! Training helps individuals become 

more confident in following these steps:

1
Notice

2
Recognize

3
 Responsible

4
Identify

5
Intervene
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This model of steps to bystander intervention was created by Latané and Darley (1970).
Step 1 is to notice that a situation may need intervention.  An individual may consider if someone is being targeted by others’ behavior and if it is likely to cause harm to the individual or the climate.
Step 2 is to recognize that the situation is concerning.  Training that focuses on common areas of concern within the environment helps individuals more quickly and accurately identify these situations.
Step 3 is for individuals to own a sense of responsibility for intervening. A sense of responsibility increases through climate factors such as high morale and cohesion, which leads to greater feelings of connectedness to peers and higher trust in the organization.  This supports an individual's need to protect and uphold organizational values and policies.
Step 4 is to identify what intervention strategy or combination of intervention strategies would be most appropriate for the situation.  This decision is influenced by knowledge that is gained through training and personal factors of the bystander (e.g., perception of personal risk of harm, relationship to the target and perpetrator).
Step 5 is to take action, acting on the intervention strategy chosen by the bystander.
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Support Methods for Promoting 
Bystander Intervention

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Training increases and supports the bystander intervention protective factors of individual characteristics and confidence in skills and knowledge.
When individuals have a better understanding of what situations can be harmful and the extent of harm that can be caused, this can increase a sense of empathy and personal responsibility on the part of the bystander (Liang & Park, 2022; Vera et al., 2023).
Training reinforces protective policies and organizational standards of conduct (Mainwaring et al., 2023).  Thorough knowledge of these factors could increase confidence in individuals of lower rank and higher rank, increasing the number of individuals likely to intervene.
Frequency and relevance of training:
Frequent training is important for knowledge retention.
Relevance of training is vital for bystander understanding of what types of situations they should be aware of.  This training should include real-life situations that are likely to occur within the workplace setting.
Organizational and leader support is also crucial to promoting bystander intervention because it increases trust and lowers the perception of perceived risk.
An increase in trust supports higher morale and group cohesion, which increases the level of personal responsibility individuals feel for their peers and their climate or working environment (Bennett et al., 2014; Yule & Grych, 2020).
Increased feelings of trust and support lower the perceived risk of harm as bystanders are less likely to fear social harm (e.g., retaliation and social ostracism) and are more confident that other intervention methods, such as reporting, will be taken seriously (Holland et al., 2016).
Role modeling by authority figures, peers, and influential individuals influences behavior and teaches individuals what behavior and attitude standards are expected within the organization (Bandura, 1977).
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Summary

Defined Bystander intervention

Explored Impacts of bystander intervention

Recognized Risk and protective factors of bystander 
intervention

Identified Bystander intervention strategies

Reviewed Support methods to encourage bystander 
intervention
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