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Why are we having this conversation today?  



 Grow self and other awareness about why we 

hesitate to intervene and create openness to 

taking action; 
 

 Identify situations where a Bystander needs to 

take action to promote a safe and inclusive work 

environment; 
 

 Provide strategies and tools to become Active 

Bystanders in our workplaces and communities. 
 

Objectives 



Active bystander: a person who 

observes a conflict or unacceptable 

behavior and takes steps that can 

make a difference. 

Bystander: a person who observes a 

conflict or unacceptable behavior.  

What does it mean to be a bystander? 



The bystander effect, 

or bystander apathy, is a 

social psychological 

phenomenon in which 

individuals are less likely to 

offer help to a victim when 

other people are present.  

 

The greater the number of 

bystanders, the less likely it is 
that any one of them will help. 

Kitty Genovese, 1935-1964  

The bystander effect 



Why do these cognitive processes and group dynamics matter to us?  

Cognitive processes and group dynamics matter 
 

 

 How we are asked to help: Situational ambiguity and weighing the 

consequences of intervening (fear of embarrassment and blame) 

 Familiarity with environment 

 Group membership/cohesiveness  

 Cultural differences and relationships with insiders and outsiders 

 Diffusion of responsibility (assuming others know more than we do 

in a given situation) 

Why is it so hard to intervene? 



Privilege: Un-earned 

advantage vs. 

un-earned disadvantage. 

Leading research  

shows that increased 

power results in diminished 

levels of empathy. 
 

Based on research being conducted at McMaster, Harvard, Berkeley, Princeton, Florida State and Columbia Universities.  

Privilege and power 



Understanding conflict in the workplace 



1. Recognize and identify the situation to intervene (work through the 

ambiguity) 
• Consider how do you feel about the situation (what do you think is going on)? 

• Assess the warning signs (e.g., signs of emotional distress; someone looks embarrassed, 

upset, anxious or nervous; someone appears isolated or excluded; you observe someone 

being bullied or harassed) 

2. Assess the situation 
• Determine if the event is an emergency, if a response is appropriate or help is required 

• Consider the risk to yourself or others (if you do or do not respond) 

3. Assume responsibility for intervening and responding 
• Make the decision that you can respond directly or get help 

4. Decide how to help and intervene  
• Determine how to help (e.g., will you step forward and address the situation immediately or 

try to distract someone or follow-up later to report it) 

5. Take action- Be an active bystander 
• Take action on the previous decisions (e.g., speak to or address the situation in real time 

with the participants; speak to someone in a supervisory capacity, legal counsel or HR; 

follow-up with the person who needs support/aid later) 

Direct 
Intervene in the moment to 

prevent a problem from 

happening 

Distract 

Interrupt the situation without 

directly confronting anybody 

Delegate 

Get help from someone who is 

better equipped to handle the 

situation 

From ambiguity to action 

Delay 

Intervene after the fact if you 

did not witness incident or were 

unable to intervene 

Deciding to be an active bystander 



Master Suppression Techniques 

1. Making Invisible  

2. Ridiculing 

3. Withholding Information 

4. Double-bind 

5. Heaping Blame and Putting to Shame 

 

What if it’s more subtle than that?  



To silence or otherwise 

marginalize people by  

ignoring them.  
• Taking credit 

• Talking over or ignoring people  

who are speaking 

Making someone invisible 



am·pli·fi·ca·tion 
/amplifiˈkāSH(ə)n/ 

noun 

1. the process of increasing the 

volume of sound, especially 

using an amplifier. 

 

2.  the action of enlarging upon 

or adding detail to a story or 

statement. 

Visiblize: Amplify for others 



 

 

 

 

In an intentionally  

manipulative way to 

portray the arguments 

of, or their opponents 

themselves, in a 

ridiculing fashion.  

Ridiculing: It’s not me, it’s you 



Humor in the workplace 

Beware the Danger Zone 

It’s just a joke… right? 

If you observe the bullying and ridiculing of 
others:  

 Talk directly to the victim. Say something to 
get them away (“let’s get out of here). Ask if 
they are okay and need your help. 

 Stand near the victim. As others step away, 
step forward. 

 Provide support.  

 Tell others not to join in or encourage the 
negative behaviour.  

 Talk directly to other bystanders. Use their 
names and look directly at them. Tell them to 
stop laughing and encouraging. Tell them to 
leave. 

 

 



Withholding information 
 

To knowingly or unknowingly 

exclude a person from the 

decision making process, or 

knowingly not forwarding 

information so as to make the 

person less able to make an 

informed choice. 

What did I miss?  



Double-bind 
 

When one receives two or more 

conflicting messages, and one 

message negates the other. This 

can leave the victim feeling that 

whatever choice they make, it 

will be the wrong one and/or 

they will be punished.  

Stuck between a rock and a hard place 



Heaping blame and 

putting to shame 

 
To embarrass someone, or to 

insinuate that they are 

themselves to blame for their 

position. 

 

If only you weren’t…  

“Why couldn’t you keep your knees together?”  
Federal Court Justice Robin Camp to  

the victim during a rape trial.  



• “Prime” people by having them commit publicly to 

positive behaviours/activities  
 

• Recognize, reward and reinforce inclusive behaviours 
 

• Pay attention to and prevent unhealthy divisions and 

insider-outsider dynamics from forming within the 

team 
 

• Champion a respectful workplace and work to create 

belonging 

• Spend time team building within and outside 

of the workplace, to learn about and 

appreciate each other’s’ differences and 

similarities 
 

• Encourage team members to be attentive to 

each other’s feelings, attitudes and needs 

 

Mitigating the bystander effect at work 



Think about a situation where you were a bystander and did OR did 

not intervene at the time.  
 

1. What would you do the same?  

2. What do you wish you did differently?  

3. How would you handle the same situation now?  

Reflection 



Be an Upstander 

 Practice appreciative inquiry 

 Be empathetic 

 Awareness: got privilege? 

 Listen. Learn. Act. Repeat. 

 Be an ally and an advocate 

 Be flexible and adaptable 

 You will never “arrive” 

 Insider/outsider 

 Other 

So what can you do?  



Research shows that 
when people publicly 
pledge to behave or 
intervene in specific 
ways, they are more 
likely to do so.   

I will….   
 

Prime yourself with a pledge 



The time is  
always right  
to do what  
is right. 
 
~ Martin Luther King Jr.  



Thank you  
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