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What is Bystander Intervention? 
 
 Traditional sexual violence and rape prevention programs have been criticized for their 
narrow focus on teaching potential victims how to avoid sexual violence.  Similarly, the implicit 
treatment of male program participants as potential perpetrators of violence and female program 
participants as potential victims has been challenged as a potential obstacle to greater 
engagement of both women and men and long-lasting impact of the program curricula.  Some 
recent research has began to assess the effectiveness of preventing sexual violence and 
encouraging individuals to intervene when they see signs of sexual violence in traditional sexual 
violence programs and new bystander intervention programs.  Further, researchers have begun to 
investigate why bystanders intervene (or not).   
 
 A bystander is any person who is present during and a witness to an event.  Anti-
violence, especially anti-sexual violence, scholars, activists, and organizations have primarily 
been concerned with bystanders to violent acts, including sexual harassment, sexual assault, rape, 
child abuse, and intimate partner violence.   There are numerous ways in which bystanders may 
intervene during sexual violence, yet it is crucial to emphasize that the potential to intervene is 
not limited to a one-time opportunity to save a victim from an intense attack.  That is, there are a 
broad range of ways in which individuals may intervene in violence, including challenging 
comments that are harmful and promote harassment and violence, organizing a boycott against a 
movie that glamorizes sexual violence and violence against women, and physically intervening 
during a sexual assault or rape.  Taking the view that intervention can happen in events that are 
less severe, like challenging sexist and pro-rape comments, allows us to realize that everyone is a 
bystander and has many opportunities, including those that are less frightening and dangerous 
than intervening during a violent rape, to contribute to the prevention of sexual violence. 
 
 Besides viewing every program participant as a potential bystander to sexual violence as 
opposed to the traditional program approach that views men as potential perpetrators of sexual 
violence and women as potential victims of such violence, another key factor that is unique to 
bystander intervention programs is the focus on involving the community in sexual violence 
prevention.  These programs highlight that sexual violence, and violence in general, cannot be 
prevented solely through changing individuals’ behaviors and attitudes; rather, social norms 
regarding sexual violence must shift from those that place blame for sexual violence on victims 
and perpetrators of such violence to norms that implicate the entire community in preventing 
sexual violence.  That is, these programs emphasize that every member of a community is a 
bystander to violence, and, thus, has a responsibility for preventing sexual violence and 
intervening when possible.  Some bystander intervention programs emphasize that every member 
of a community has a specific role in intervening in sexual violence that depends on their 
occupation, status in the community, and relationship with others.  For example, clergy and 
religious leaders should provide support for both actual and potential victims and perpetrators of 
sexual violence and work to create norms that disparage sexual violence and emphasize that it is 
one’s moral responsibility to intervene in sexual violence. 



Bystander Intervention Programs and Findings from Research 
 
 Traditional sexual violence prevention programs can be categorized into four types, 
though some programs include components from two or more of these types: informative, 
empathy-focused, socialization-focused, and risk reduction (Burn 2009).  Informative programs 
provide factual information and statistics about sexual violence, review and dispel rape myths, 
and discuss the consequences of sexual violence.  Empathy-focused programs help participants 
to develop empathy for victims of sexual violence.  Socialization-focused programs examine 
gender-role expectations and stereotypes and messages from society and the media that influence 
attitudes toward sexual violence.  Finally, risk-reduction programs teach participants specific 
strategies to reduce their risk of being sexually victimized.  However, research on the 
effectiveness of these programs in terms of decreasing sexual violence and changing attitudes 
about sexual violence in the long term have not shown promising results. 
 
 Advocates of bystander intervention programs have emphasized that curricula of such 
programs will be better received when the focus is on charging the entire community with 
preventing sexual violence and intervening in violence situations regardless of intensity.  
Research on the effectiveness of these programs is in its infancy, but studies thus far support the 
greater reception of bystander intervention programs and their long-term impact relative to 
traditional sexual violence prevention programs.  Recent research has also provided a better 
understand about how and why bystanders intervene in sexual violence.  In one study, five 
barriers were introduced to intervening in sexual violence: a failure to notice a violent situation, a 
failure to identify a situation as high-risk, a failure to take responsibility to intervening, a failure 
to intervene because one does not know how to, and a failure to intervene due to audience 
inhibition.  See Table 1 below from Burn (2009)’s study on bystander intervention. 
 

 
 Burn found that all five of the barriers to intervening were negatively correlated with 
sexual assault bystander intervention behaviors.  These barriers pose a significantly greater 
barrier to men’s intervening behaviors than women’s; further, Carlson (2008) highlights that a 



number of norms regarding masculinity hinder men’s willingness to intervene in violence 
situations.  For both women and men in Burn’s study, one of the largest barriers to intervening in 
sexual violence was a failure to notice a high-risk situation; further, failure to perceive a situation 
as high-risk for sexual violence was also a significant barrier to intervention.  Burn also found 
that individuals were less likely to say that they would intervene in a sexually violent situation if 
the woman being victimized had made choices or behaved in ways that had increased  her risk 
for being victimized – an effect that was stronger for men than women.  Thus, it is clear in these 
findings that individuals are willing to intervene so long as the victim is deemed worthy of being 
saved or protected, an assertion that can be linked with “victim-blaming” in which the victim of 
sexual violence is held partly or completely responsible for their own victimization.  Finally, 
Burn found that women and men were more likely to say that they would intervene in violence if 
they know the potential victim or perpetrator. 
 
 Tabachnick (2009) highlights recent research on bystander intervention, including studies 
that support Burn’s (2009) evidence that situational factors may affect an individual’s 
willingness to intervene.  These include the presence and number of other bystanders, the 
uncertainty of the situation, the perceived level of urgency and danger for the victim, and the 
setting of the event; it should be noted that some of these are similar or at least complementary to 
the barriers that inhibit intervention found by Burn.  Tabachnick also highlights that there is 
some evidence from research that people may be less likely to intervene if others are present 
because they feel that someone else is in a better position or more skilled to intervene; however, 
this was found to be true for low-risk situations, but not in high-risk situations.  Individuals are 
more likely to intervene if they know the potential victim, feel that it is their responsibility to do 
something, feel confident in their ability to intervene (either from past experience or skills 
training), and if their assessment of the potential personal costs are minimal or low enough to be 
considered worth the risk to protect or save a victim of sexual violence. 
 

 

Figure 1 



 Tabachnick (2009) provides a model for bystander intervention that recognizes multiple, 
interrelated levels, including the individual level, individuals’ relationships with others, the 
community level, and the societal level (see Figure 1 above).  At the individual level, it is 
important to provide knowledge, skills, and training on how to intervene.  These should include 
learning how to recognize a pattern of warning signs of actual or potential sexual violence and 
learning when and appropriate ways to intervene depending on the severity of the inappropriate 
and violent behaviors being observed.  Tabachnick places these behaviors on a continuum (see 
Figure 2 below) of severity, in which various points on the continuum reflect different degrees of 
severity, potential costs for intervening, and appropriate ways to intervene.  One way that we can 
recognize the relationship between the individual level with higher levels, namely the 
community and societal levels, is to highlight social and community norms that do not place 
responsibility on bystanders to intervene in sexual violence, nor any recognition of individuals 
who intervene.  Thus, Tabacknick recommends that bystander intervention programs should give 
individuals the opportunity to practice various intervening behaviors.  Further, real stories of 
intervention should be shared and program participants can be encouraged to share their own 
intervention experiences (whether as an intervening bystander or a victim for whom a bystander 
intervened in a violent situation).  Finally, programs should focus on making changes at the 
community and societal levels by encouraging participants to work to change peer cultures, 
organizational policies, and community norms about sexual violence, as well as political action 
such as contacting one’s elected officials to push for changes in policies and laws. 
 

 
 

 In their review of theoretical and empirical scholarship on sexual violence prevention 
programs, Casey and Lindhorst (2009) find  six distinct characteristics of successful 
programming to encourage bystander intervention, namely those that take on a multilevel 
approach (i.e., changing individual attitudes, peer relationships, and community norms).  These 
six components of successful multilevel sexual violence prevention programs, outlined in Table 
2, include comprehensiveness, community engagement, contextualized programming, a basis in 
theory, health and strengths promotion, and addressing structural factors.  Casey and Lindhorst 
suggest that bystander interventions should include strategies for change at two or more levels 
simultaneously; for example, such programs can include small-group psychoeducational 
programming and media campaigns.  Prevention programs must highlight structural factors that 
contribute to the prevalence of sexual violence, emphasizing that individuals’ behavior is 
constrained and reinforced by structural inequalities (e.g., racism, sexism, poverty).  To engage 
the community, members of the community and community-based groups should be involved in 
identifying the needs, priorities, and goals for sexual violence prevention, also in advising the 

FIGURE 2 



development of and implementing sexual violence prevention programs.  Such community 
involvement will help to ground bystander intervention programs in the specific context in which 
they are delivered; that is, in order to be effective, the programs need to reflect the attitudes and 
norms about sex, relationships, and women of the surrounding community.  These programs 
should also be grounded in theory regarding social change, communities, gender, and sexuality.  
Finally, the effectiveness of these programs also depends on including the enhancement of 
community strengths and opportunities along with the focus on reducing risk factors; program 
participants and members of the community must be empowered to feel as though they are 
capable of creating sustained change. 

 

 
  

Table 2 



Bystander Intervention Program Models and Activities 
 
Mentors in Violence Prevention Program 
 
 This program comes in either a one-session or three-session format, lasting 90 minutes 
per session, followed by a “booster session” scheduled two months after the initial prevention 
program.  In either format, individuals are placed in single-sex groups led by a peer leader of the 
same sex.  The program curricula cover prevalence, causes, and consequences of sexual 
violence.  Then, participants discuss how community members can play roles in prevention as 
bystanders, followed by a role-play activity that serves to help participants think about ways that 
they may effectively and safely intervene in violent situations and be a supportive ally for 
survivors of sexual violence.  Finally, participants are asked to create their own “bystander plan” 
and to sign a pledge to be active bystanders in their community.  The booster session serves to 
reinforce lessons learned during the initial prevention program and to remind students of their 
pledges to serve as active bystanders.  These sessions include small, 30-minute discussion groups 
of no more than 25 participants in which they are shown a five minute-long video depicting a 
survivor of sexual violence seeking help from several individuals who are blindfolded who 
refuse to see or hear her.  This video is created with the help of the campus theatre or acting 
group.  Figure 3 presents a description of this program by Tabachnick (2009). 
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TEACHING    

BACKGROUND
This scenario sparks a discussion of the issues surrounding alcohol and consent.  This is 
a highly realistic and common scenario.  Most of the student-athletes have been in this 
situation, either as participants or observers.  

DISCUSSION STARTERS
•	 How	many	people	here	know	the	legal	definition	of	rape?	(Consult	“Working 

Definitions.”)		How	many	of	you	feel	confident	that	you	understand	when	a	woman	is	
or	is	not	able	to	give	consent	to	sexual	activity	when	alcohol	is	involved?		Does	anyone	
know	what	the	law	is	regarding	alcohol	and	consent?		(Consult	Working Definitions on 
pg. 9)

•	 How	does	alcohol	affect	your	judgment?
•	 What	is	your	relationship	to	your	teammates?		Could	a	sophomore	confront	a	senior	in	

this	situation?		How	might	the	status	hierarchy	on	the	team	affect	this	situation?
•	 Focus	on	the	phrase	“she	seems	reluctant.”		This	brings	up	the	possibility	of	coercion,	

which	then	can	be	discussed.		(Consult	“Working Definitions”	for	clarification	of	
terms.)

COMMON CONCERNS
•	 This	scenario	raises	all	sorts	of	questions	and	concerns	about	the	definition	of	

consent.		You	need	to	make	it	clear	to	the	student-athletes	that	you	are	not	lawyers	
(unless	you	are),	but	that	you	are	here	to	discuss	ways	to	prevent	violence.	

•	 Many	guys	will	express	surprise,	then	frustration	and	anger,	that	if	both	parties	
are	drunk,	they’re	the	ones	who	bear	legal	responsibility	for	any	technically	“non-
consensual”	sex.		You	can	remind	them	that	this	is	the	law,	like	it	or	not,	and	that	it	
is	their	choice	whether	or	not	to	put	themselves	in	a	situation	where	they’re	not	sure	
of	the	propriety	of	what	they’re	doing.		This	is	what	we	refer	to	as	the	“grey	area”	
between	consensual	and	non-consensual	sexual	contact.

•	 Approaching	a	teammate	in	this	situation	can	be	extremely	awkward	and	difficult.		It	
is	important	to	acknowledge	this.		One	way	to	frame	the	issue	is	that	you’re	doing	
him	a	favor	by	confronting	him	(not	to	mention	preventing	her	from	being	assaulted).		
Although	statistically	it	is	highly	unlikely	this	circumstance	will	lead	to	a	rape	charge,	
(even	if	an	actual	rape	occurs),	the	stigma	for	men	of	being	charged	with	rape,	as	well	
as the potential disciplinary and legal proceedings that result, should be discussed.

End the scenario by reminding the student-athletes that a high percentage of campus 
rapes	involve	alcohol,	many	in	situations	that	look	like	this	one.		Also	remind	them	that	
while	it	might	be	awkward,	confronting	a	teammate	in	this	situation	could	prevent	a	
tragedy for everyone involved.

RELATED STATISTICS
•	 About	75%	of	the	men	and	at	least	55%	of	the	women	involved	in	acquaintance	rapes	

had	been	drinking	or	taking	drugs	just	before	the	attack.24

•	 80	to	90%	of	women	who	are	assaulted	on	college	campuses	are	assaulted	by	men	
they	knew,	including	fellow	college	students.1

•	 84%	of	the	men	who	committed	rape	said	that	what	they	did	was	
  definitely not rape.3

Illegal Motion



A man pushes and then slaps a teammate of yours at a party. People are upset but don’t do 

anything. She’s not a close friend, but she is your teammate.

TRAIN OF THOUGHT
If nobody else is stepping in, why should I? ... It could get ugly ... He could turn on me ... 

Besides, if my teammate didn’t like that sort of treatment, and she stays with him, why should 

I get involved? ... Is it any of my business? ... But if I don’t do something, I am saying it’s 

okay for a guy to abuse a woman ... What should I do in this situation?

OPTIONS
1. Nothing. It’s none of my business. 

2. Get a group of male friends to contain the man, while I get my teammate away from 

him.

3. Talk to my teammate, and let her know I am willing to help her.

4. Present her with options, like giving her the phone number of the campus women’s 

center, couseling center, or local battered women’s shelter.

5. Later, get some literature about abusive relationships and battering for my teammate.

6. Report the incident to the coach or athletic academic advisor.

7. Personal Option:  ___________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

___ ___________________________________________________________________________

NOTES

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

Slapshot



TEACHING    

BACKGROUND
“Slapshot” has proven to be an effective initial scenario for stimulating an interactive dialogue 
on the dynamics of battering.

DISCUSSION STARTERS
•	 Why	do	you	think	men	hit	women?	(Note:	A	man	batters	his	wife	or	significant	other	to	

establish	or	regain	power	and	control	over	her.)
•	 If	he	does	this	in	public,	can	you	imagine	what	he	might	do	in	private?
•	 How	would	you	feel	if	someone	hit	your	sister	in	public	and	no	one	did	anything?	

(refer	to	the	introductiory	exercise	on	page 2	of	this	Guide,	where	the	guys	said		men	
who	didn’t	intervene	when	a	woman	close	to	them	was	being	hit	were	“cowards”	and	
“losers.”)		

•	 You	can	say:	“This	is	a	really	difficult	situation,	isn’t	it?		It’s	tough	to	confront	a	guy	
who	is	abusing	a	woman.”		You	can	also	bring	up	the	young	mens’	understandable	
anxiety	or	fear	about	intervening	in	a	situation	where	they	might		face		a	serious	threat	
of	violence.	However,	you	can	point	out	that	intervention	can	be	indirect	and	they	
need not put themselves in danger.

COMMON CONCERNS
•	 Differing	experiences	with	weapons:	College	student-athletes	will	have	varying	

experiences	with	and	consciousness	about	weapons	depending	on	whether		they	grew	
up	in	an	urban,	suburban,	or	rural	setting.		Sometimes	class	and	race	differences	
come	up	in	this	and	other	scenarios).

•	 “What	if	the	woman	stays	with	the	guy?”	You	can	discuss	this	briefly	some	of	the	
reasons	why	women	stay	with	men:	economic	dependency,	low	self-esteem,	emotional	
attachment,	fear	of	being	killed	(see	related	statistics),	but	emphasize	that	we	need	to	
be	focusing	on	why	men	beat	women,	not	why	women	stay	with	men	who	beat	them.		
(See	“The	Mathematics	of	Battering”	on	page 48		for	ideas).

•	 “It’s	none	of	my	business”		The	single	most	important	thing	the	MVP Program can 
accomplish is a change in this attitude. 

End	the	scenario	by	making	it	clear	that	battering	is	indefensible	under	any	circumstance	
and	that	other	men’s	silence	condones	and	hence	perpetuates	this	behavior.	Also,	caution	
the	men	that	when	assisting	a	woman	who	has	been	battered,	it	is	important	to	be	
respectful	and	sensitive	to	her	needs.	Don’t	pressure	her	to	admit	to	being	abused.	But	let	
her	know	that	she	can	count	on	my	support	if	she	wants	it.

RELATED STATISTICS
•	 Battering	is	the	single	most	common	cause	of	injury	to	women		between	ages	15	and	

44-	more	than	automobile	accidents,	muggings	and	rapes	combined.6

•	 3	to	4	million	women	in	the	United	States	are	beaten	by	male	partners	every	year.4

•	 A	woman	is	beaten	every	15	seconds.5

•	 Women	of	all	cultures,	races,	occupations,	income	levels,	and	ages	are	battered-	by	
husbands,	boyfriends,	lovers	and	partners.9

Slapshot



MURDER

RAPE/SEXUAL ASSAULT

PHYSICAL ABUSE
hitting, punching, slapping, burning, pushing, pinching

VERBAL ABUSE
name calling, yelling, threats, verbal intimidation

VICTIMIZATION
she deserved it, it was her fault, victim blaming, 

she should have known better, why was she walking alone at night?

.76
lower salaries

GLASS CEILING
females as workers/secretaries/managers, not CEO’s

TITLE IX/EDUCATION
lesser facilities/equipment, unequal media coverage, 

double standards, no equal access to sports or education

TRADITIONAL ROLES
woman as secretary/man as boss, man at work/woman at home, 

woman as domestic/nurse/teacher, man as manual laborer, CEO

OBJECTIFICATION
magazines, TV, showing body parts only, scantily dressed

LANGUAGE
bitch, ho, slut, stupid, over-emotional, chick, broad

JOKES
Saturday Night Live, dumb blondes, etc.

Pyramid of Abuse



I make this pledge to honor the following individuals in my life:

__________________________________________ 

__________________________________________ 

__________________________________________

Because I know sexual assault, physical assault and stalking will impact the 
lives of those I love and the lives of those others love, and; 

Because I know reducing the number of victims requires a broad social change, 
and; 

Because I know I am a part of establishing what is acceptable in our 
community, and; 

Because I know others will observe my choices and follow my lead,

BYSTANDER 
PLEDGE

•Find a way to intervene in any situation that feels potentially high  
 risk for violence;

•Regularly and visibly endorse the values of safety, victim support 
 and intolerance of all forms of violence; 

•Change anything I may be doing that contributes to sexual, 
 physical and stalking violence;

•Support and encourage the men and women in my life to take 
 responsibility for ending all forms of violence;

•Believe and support women, children, and men who have 
 experienced any form of violence. 

____________________________________
Name and Date

_____________________________________
Witness and Date

I pledge to
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