
Bystander-Focused Prevention of Sexual Violence 

Research on the causes of sexual violence and evaluation of prevention efforts indicates that bystanders 
(also referred to as witnesses, defenders, or upstanders) are a key piece of prevention work.  

Common Components of Bystander Intervention 

• Awareness.  A key first step is to heighten awareness so individuals and groups are better able 
to identify instances of sexual violence.  

• Sense of Responsibility.  A sense of responsibility gives the bystander motivation to step in and 
take action. Bystanders are much more likely to help friends than strangers, and are more likely 
to help strangers if they see them as part of a group they identify with (like supporting the same 
sports team).1  

• Perceptions of norms.  Perceptions of peer norms about helping (whether you think your 
friends are likely to help), and perceptions of authorities’ (like teachers’) attitudes are related to 
bystander attitudes.  People often mistakenly think others are less supportive of doing 
something to address sexual violence than they 



The biggest and most consistent impacts of bystander training are on attitudes, including 
confidence as a bystander, intent to take action, and perceived benefits of action.17  Students 
have also shown decreases in belief in rape myths and increases in knowledge.18  Published 
results exist for MVP, Bringing in the Bystander™, One in Four, Coaching Boys to Men19 (for high 
school students), and Green Dot, though studies vary quite a bit in the methods used.20  
Berkowitz’s Men’s Project has some data to suggest that it may reduce perpetration of sexual 
assault among some participants in the program and change men’s norms about coercion in 
relationships.21  The Coaching Boys to Men program and Bringing in the Bystander have both 
shown higher self-reported bystander behaviors among participants in these programs.22   

Several key studies of bystander programs used more rigorous experimental and quasi-
experimental designs but more research is needed.23  A recent meta-analysis found promising 
effects of bystander prevention curricula.24 

• Social marketing campaigns.  These have been developed to raise awareness across many 
different groups of people.  On campuses, Know Your Power™ is one of the best researched. It 
models positive bystander actions.25  Green Dot is also a college-based anti-violence project that 
includes a social marketing awareness campaign.  Evaluations of this work are underway.26  The 
Red Flag campaign27 in Virginia has not yet been evaluated.  These are merely a few examples as 
new local campaigns are being developed at a rapid rate.   

Research suggests that these campaigns increase awareness of the problem of relationship 
abuse and sexual violence, as well as positive attitudes about being an active bystander across 
various groups of people.28  However, social marketing campaigns alone have not yet been 
linked to changes in behavior and are likely to be particularly useful when linked with other 
prevention tools.29  Evaluation data are limited with the exception of the Know Your Power™ 

http://www.futureswithoutviolence.org/content/features/detail/811/
http://www.know-your-power.org/
http://www.theredflagcampaign.org/
http://www.umt.edu/petsa
http://www.everfi.com/haven
http://every-choice.com/
http://www.nsvrc.org/publications/nsvrc-publications/engaging-bystanders-sexual-violence-prevention
http://agentofchange.net/data.html
http://www.circleof6app.com/


Michigan’s No Zebras,39 California State’s InterACT 

https://www.cmich.edu/ess/studentaffairs/SAPA/Programs/Pages/no_zebras.aspx
http://www.csulb.edu/colleges/cla/departments/communicationstudies/interact
http://vpva.rutgers.edu/scream-theater-and-scream-athletes
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