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“Is It My Responsibility?”: A Qualitative
Review of University Students’ Perspectives
on Bystander Behavior
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Abstract
Bystander interventions focus on framing violence as a community problem and encourage all community members to act as
prosocial bystanders if they witness a dangerous situation. Research has demonstrated there are multiple barriers and facilitators
that might discourage or encourage an individual to act as a prosocial bystander. A qualitative interpretive meta-synthesis (QIMS)
of existing literature was conducted to determine university students’ perspectives on bystander facilitators and barriers. A
systematic search of the literature was completed to identify articles that included university students’ perspectives on bystander
facilitators and barriers, utilized a qualitative methodology, and contained participant quotations in the published article. The
search yielded 181 articles and after screening 10 articles were included in the QIMS. The original themes and participant
quotations were qualitatively coded to develop five new themes: (1) the impact of alcohol, (2) beliefs about responsibility, (3) peer
perceptions, (4) indicators and situational dilemmas, and (5) the role of friendship and group impact. The results of this synthesis
reveal important implications for the continued development of bystander intervention programs for universities. By incor-
porating the perspectives of university students, bystander intervention programs may be more effective at encouraging students
to be prosocial bystanders by confronting perceived barriers to intervention.
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The bystander model frames violence as a community issue

and focuses both on increasing community members’ receptiv-

ity to prevention messages and training and supporting bystan-

der behaviors. The bystander model targets all community

members as potential bystanders and seeks to engage them in

prosocial behaviors that establish intolerance of violence as the

norm resulting in the ultimate reduction of violence. Bystander

intervention programs have been utilized to address many types

of violent behaviors such as bullying, online victimization,

social exclusion, sexual violence, and intimate partner violence

(Coker et al., 2020; Emery et al., 2019; Henson et al., 2020;

Ingram et al., 2019; Katz & Klainberg, 2019). The bystander

approach is supported by research that demonstrates a number

of positive outcomes including increased levels of knowledge

about dangerous behaviors, increased self-efficacy, and greater

willingness to intervene in prosocial ways (Moran et al., 2019;

Orsini et al., 2019; Power & Leili, 2018).

Prosocial bystander behavior has been evaluated both quan-

titatively and qualitatively. Quantitative research has centered

on the development and evaluation of bystander intervention

programs (Banyard et al., 2007; Cares et al., 2015) and examin-

ing participant and community characteristics to determine an

individual’s current willingness to act as a prosocial bystander

by also identifying any potential barriers which inhibit prosocial

behavior (Banyard et al., 2018; McMahon et al., 2015). Quali-

tative research has assisted in identifying potential facilitators

and barriers to prosocial bystander behavior by conducting

interviews and focus groups with students (Bennett et al.,

2014). Systematic reviews of both quantitative and qualitative

analyses of bystander behaviors and interventions (Labhardt

et al., 2017; McMahon, & Banyard, 2012) as well as the efficacy

of bystander programs with youth (Storer et al., 2015) have been

published. Jouriles et al. (2018) and Kettrey and Marx (2019)

expanded on Katz and Moore’s (2013) work by conducting

quantitative meta-analyses about bystander intervention pro-

grams to prevent sexual violence during college. The results

reported that across studies, students trained in bystander edu-

cation reported increased bystander efficacy, intent to help oth-

ers, and actual bystander behavior. Additionally, Jouriles and
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colleagues (2018) assessed how aspects of program delivery and

implementation influenced program effectiveness. They found

that well-designed video, online and poster bystander programs

provided positive outcomes as well. Kettrey and Marx (2019)

found that providing bystander intervention skills at appropriate

developmental moments may help bystander program reach

maximum efficacy.

Although these results are promising, in a call for research

on bystander intervention, McMahon (2015) recommends fur-

ther research to determine what factors are critical to fostering

campus environments that support prosocial bystander inter-

vention action. A synthesis of in-depth qualitative data

regarding facilitators and barriers to prosocial bystander inter-

vention from college students’ perspectives could work to

determine, more specifically, what content and practices to

include in bystander programs to ensure they are impactful

and effective at changing bystander behaviors for a college

student population. A meta-synthesis of qualitative data will

build on previous quantitative syntheses by offering space for

students’ voices to be heard and utilized when developing

bystander intervention programs to ensure they are effective.

No qualitative syntheses known to the authors which analyze

bystander facilitators and behaviors among college students

have been conducted. Therefore, this study will employ a

qualitative interpretive meta-synthesis (QIMS) methodology

to come to a deeper understanding of bystander facilitators

and barriers from university students’ perspectives to help

inform the development of effective bystander intervention

programs on university campuses.

Theoretical Perspective

As part of an institution of higher education’s comprehensive

prevention plan to address violence on campus, it is critical to

select prevention strategies that adhere to specific principles for

effective prevention (Nation et al., 2003) and are based on best

practices and available evidence. Research is clear that using

multiple tools for a multipronged approach to prevention is

most effective (Dahlberg & Krug, 2002; Nation et al., 2003).

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention use the social–

ecological model (see Figure 1) to better understand violence

and the effect of potential prevention strategies (Dahlberg &

Krug, 2002).

Bystander intervention works at multiple levels of the

social–ecological model. This model considers the complex

interplay between individual, relationship, community, and

societal factors and suggests that in order to prevent violence,

it is necessary to act across multiple levels of the model at the

same time. To determine key factors that promote and hinder

helpful bystander intervention, Banyard (2011) examines the

layers of the social–ecological model. Within these layers, the

model emphasizes that a variety of factors such as gender,

cognition, emotion, and relational interactions influence

bystander behavior. Banyard (2011) argues that understanding

these factors can serve as leverage points for creating change in

preventing violence. While previous research explores factors

that influence bystander behavior on the microsystem level,

Banyard (2011) uses the ecological model to emphasize the

importance of analyzing the next levels in bystander behavior,

the macro and exosystem, to ask questions concerning different

communities, cultures, and peer groups to better understand the

leverage points to increase bystander behavior. This approach

is more likely to sustain prevention efforts over time than any

single intervention. Nation and colleagues’ (2003) principles

for effective prevention highlight this comprehensive approach

as well.

Bystander Facilitators and Barriers

Bystander facilitators and barriers are factors that make a

bystander more or less likely to intervene to prevent dangerous

behaviors such as sexual violence. Bystanders can intervene

before, during, or after a dangerous situation, such as sexual

assault, so exploring barriers and facilitators of intervention is

principal to determine best practices for encouraging prosocial

bystander behavior. Latane and Darley (1970) developed a

situational model that states there are five steps for a bystander

to conduct during the intervention process. These include noti-

cing that a dangerous behavior is occurring, recognizing that

intervention is needed, taking ownership and responsibility for

intervention, deciding how to help, and lastly, taking action to

intervene (Latane & Darley, 1970). Associated with each of

these steps is a possible barrier that has the potential to halt the

bystander intervention process. These associated barriers

include failure to recognize an event, failure to discern the

situation as dangerous, failure to take responsibility for inter-

vention, failure to intervene due to a lack of skills or knowl-

edge, and failure to intervene due to audience inhibition (Burn,

2009; Latane & Darley, 1970). Current research on bystander

interventions has supported various aspects of Latane and Dar-

ley’s (1970) original situational model and even furthered these

foundational findings (Banyard, 2008; Burn, 2009; Sulkowski,

2011).

Other studies have shown that additional subfactors associ-

ated with prosocial tendencies and behaviors make it more or

less likely for someone to intervene. These subfactors include

Figure 1. Social–ecological model of prevention.
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various aspects of the environment such as social norms, sense

of community and connectedness, and prosocial modeling

(Banyard, 2008; Burn, 2009; Levine et al., 2002; McMahon,

2015; Sulkowski, 2011). Research supports the fact that social

norms play a large part in determining whether or not someone

will intervene. Studies found that if a bystander believes their

community would intervene or if it is an overall supportive

environment, then they are more likely to intervene (Banyard,

2008; Burn, 2009; Levine et al., 2002; Sulkowski, 2011). Their

likelihood to intervene also positively correlated with their trust

in their community and their self-efficacy in believing that their

actions would actually make a difference (Sulkowski, 2011).

Additionally, if the bystander knows key participants including

the other bystanders present or the victim, they are more likely

to intervene despite larger community social norms (Levine

et al., 2002). If a bystander has previously seen examples of

authority figures or other peers and mentors intervening to

address dangerous situations, they are also more likely to take

action themselves when faced with similar situations (McMa-

hon, 2015).

Although research has captured different facilitators and

barriers to prosocial behavior, no studies have attempted to

synthesize identified barriers and facilitators across the litera-

ture. Meta-analyses have reviewed the impact of bystander

intervention programming but have not specifically synthe-

sized barriers and facilitators identified by university students.

By synthesizing qualitative data, practitioners who inform the

development of bystander intervention programming would be

able to identify common barriers and facilitators expressed by

university students to highlight within the program. Identifying

the most prevalent barriers and facilitators within the literature

could have the potential of increasing the effectiveness of

bystander intervention programs.

Method

In order to accurately synthesize the qualitative data, this study

utilized a QIMS methodology. QIMS is a method of qualitative

synthesis and has only been applied to a few topics. To date, no

QIMS has been conducted on the topic of bystander behaviors.

However, QIMS articles have been published on behavior such

as the motivations of volunteers in crisis settings (Aguirre &

Bolton, 2013) and how environment can influence behavior for

imprisoned populations (Frank Terry et al., 2018). This study

utilized a QIMS methodology to synthesize qualitative litera-

ture focusing on bystander facilitators and barriers to come to a

deeper understanding of what encourages or inhibits university

students to act as prosocial bystanders.

QIMS is a methodology which allows researchers to come to

a deeper understanding of a phenomenon or shared experience

(Aguirre & Bolton, 2013). QIMS allows researchers to synthe-

size qualitative findings on a topic across the literature in order

to reveal insights into participants’ experiences with a phenom-

enon (Aguirre & Bolton, 2013). This is accomplished by not

only reviewing the original authors’ published themes but also

reviewing the participant quotations included within the

manuscript. The themes and quotations are extracted and com-

piled into a new data set to capture participants’ experiences of a

shared phenomenon across the literature. In terms of bystander

intervention programming, this information can be used to

inform the development of effective, evidence-based bystander

intervention programs based on the lived experiences of parti-

cipants from a variety of contexts. QIMS follows a set analysis

process that involves developing a research question, complet-

ing a systematic search of existing literature, and finally analyz-

ing identified articles through theme extraction, theme

synthesis, and triangulation (Aguirre & Bolton, 2013). In addi-

tion to the analysis process, it is important for researchers to

bracket, or disclose, their experiences with a phenomenon in

order to increase the trustworthiness of the synthesis.

Instrumentation

In QIMS, the researchers are the instruments used to complete

the synthesis (Aguirre & Bolton, 2013). Therefore, it is critical

for the authors to disclose their experiences with the phenom-

enon of study (Aguirre & Bolton, 2013). Author statements are

provided to clarify whether the authors approach this topic

from an etic (insider) or emic (outsider) position. Stating the

positionality of the researcher increases the transparency and

validity of the results (Aguirre & Bolton, 2013).

First author. As a licensed master social worker, my research

interests center on gender-based violence and more specifically

intimate partner violence. I have worked for agencies that pro-

vide case management services to women experiencing intimate

partner violence as well as victims of crime. In regard to the topic

of identifying bystander facilitators and barriers, I have partici-

pated in two qualitative research projects which incorporated

student and faculty feedback concerning the development of a

bystander intervention program on a college campus. Therefore,

I am familiar with both the literature concerning facilitators and

barriers as well as student and faculty perspectives of bystander

interventions programs. I am also a current university student

who has had the opportunity to be an active bystander. I

approach this topic from the etic perspective.

Second author. As a licensed bachelor’s social worker, my

research interest centers on the prevention of sexual violence

at postsecondary institutions. Although I have no field experi-

ence working with this population, I continuously make an

effort to educate myself on the topic of sexual violence and

serve as a prosocial bystander. I have taken a course on intimate

partner violence and have helped organized a “Take Back The

Night” rally on campus. I have stood by survivors of sexual

assault as they shared their stories and have spoken out against

behaviors that perpetuate this ongoing issue. For the last year

and a half, I have worked as a research assistant identifying

bystander facilitators and barriers and implementing and eval-

uating a faculty bystander intervention program. I approach

this topic from the etic perspective.
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Third author. As a PhD-level licensed master social worker, my

research interests center on the prevention of gender-based

violence with a specific focus on bystander intervention pro-

grams to promote culture change and prevent sexual violence at

institutions of higher education. I have worked in the gender-

based violence prevention field for over 15 years. I have also

been an active community organizer to advocate for macrole-

vel change to support survivors of gender-based violence. More

specifically, I work to develop, implement, and evaluate

bystander intervention programs to prevent gender-based vio-

lence at universities. My current project focuses on developing

and evaluating a faculty-focused bystander intervention pro-

gram. I am knowledgeable about relevant bystander interven-

tion literature including facilitators and barriers to bystander

intervention as well as student and faculty perspectives of

bystander interventions programs. I am also a current univer-

sity faculty member and often act as a prosocial bystander, so I

approach this topic from the etic perspective.

Article Criteria and Sampling Process

The first step in QIMS is to identify articles to include in the

synthesis (Aguirre & Bolton, 2013). This is accomplished by

composing a research question, developing inclusion and exclu-

sion criteria, and completing a systematic search of the litera-

ture. The specific research question for this study is, “what are

university students’ perceptions regarding bystander facilitators

and barriers?” Articles were included in the synthesis if they

utilized a qualitative design, discussed bystander facilitators and

barriers, and included direct quotations from university stu-

dents. Articles were excluded if they utilized a quantitative

design, did not discuss bystander facilitators and barriers, did

not sample university students, and did not include direct quotes.

Electronic databases and internet searches were used to iden-

tify articles to include in this QIMS. The selected databases

included Academic Search Complete, Social Work Abstracts,

PsycINFO, PsycARTICLES, Psychology and Behavioral Col-

lection, CINAHL Complete, AgeLine, MEDLINE, Education

Abstracts, Educational Administration Abstracts and Criminal

Justice Abstracts with Full Text. The key words used to com-

plete the search were “bystander (in abstract)” or “helping

behavior” or “prosocial behavior” and “qualitative (in

abstract).” The authors searched for articles published in the

United States in English between 2008 and 2018. The initial

search yielded 181 articles. After duplicates were removed,

175 articles were left to be screened by title and abstract accord-

ing to the developed inclusion and exclusion criteria. Once all of

the articles were screened, 16 articles were then reviewed in

their entirety. Of those reviewed, seven articles were excluded

for not meeting the inclusion criteria. The remaining nine arti-

cles were then used to complete a forward citation search using

Google Scholar. Each article was inputted into Google Scholar

to identify additional articles that met our inclusion and exclu-

sion criteria. From the forward citation search, one additional

article met the inclusion criteria. Ten articles were included in

the review. See Table 1 for a summary of the articles including

qualitative study design, method, and location the study took

place. Although the authors desired to include barriers and facil-

itators to prosocial behavior related to a variety of topics covered

in bystander intervention programs, such as racism or hazing,

eight of the articles that met the inclusion criteria focused solely

on the prevention of sexual violence through bystander inter-

vention programs and students’ perceptions of prosocial beha-

viors related to sexual violence. The remaining two articles

focused on men’s responses to intimate partner violence and

bullying.

Data Analysis

Data extraction. After completing the systematic search to iden-

tify articles to include in the synthesis, data were extracted

from the articles for analysis (Aguirre & Bolton, 2013). The

first step in the analysis process was to extract the main themes

and subthemes from the 10 included articles. The second author

carefully reviewed each article and extracted the main themes

developed by the original authors. This step in the analysis

process aids in maintaining the original articles’ integrity by

incorporating the original themes verbatim (Aguirre & Bolton,

2013). See Table 1 for a list of original themes.

Theme synthesis. The next step in the analysis process was to

synthesize the original themes and published quotations to

arrive at new themes which represent a deeper understanding

of the phenomenon (Aguirre & Bolton, 2013). Aguirre and Bol-

ton (2014) recommend utilizing a qualitative data analysis

method to analyze the published themes and quotations within

the included articles. First, the second author utilized Creswell’s

(2007) three-stage method to code the original published themes

and develop new themes. This involved first reading and memo-

ing ideas, then classifying ideas into codes, and finally formu-

lating those codes into themes to represent consensus across all

articles included in this synthesis. Finally, the second author

created a visual representation of the new themes to demonstrate

their creation. Then, the first author utilized the same procedure

to code the participant quotations published in the original arti-

cles. The first author coded all participant quotations using Cres-

well’s (2007) method and created a visual representation of the

new themes which included the codes used to generate the

themes. All the data were coded using Atlas.ti v. 8.4.4 qualita-

tive software. The final step involved the three authors discussing

the new themes derived from both the original themes and pub-

lished participant quotations. The authors combined the first and

second authors’ generated themes until consensus was reached on

the themes which best represented the data concerning bystander

facilitators and barriers.

Triangulation. The final step in the analysis process was trian-

gulation (Aguirre & Bolton, 2013). For this synthesis, the

authors utilized three of the four methods identified by Patton

(2002) to achieve triangulation. The first mode of triangulation

is method, which involves reviewing the methodology of the

articles included in the synthesis and noting diversity. The
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authors accomplished method triangulation by incorporating a

variety of qualitative study designs in the synthesis. This synth-

esis included articles that utilized focus groups and interviews

as methods of data collection. Second, the authors used source

triangulation which is accomplished by incorporating diverse

voices into the synthesis. This synthesis contained 10 articles

that in total represented the voices of 523 participants to

achieve triangulation of source. Finally, investigator triangula-

tion was accomplished by involving multiple researchers in the

data analysis process with varying levels of knowledge on

barriers and facilitators for prosocial behavior. These methods

of triangulation increase the credibility and trustworthiness of

the proposed new themes (Aguirre & Bolton, 2013; Patton,

2002).

Results

The systematic search yielded 10 articles to include in the synth-

esis. These articles represent the voices of 523 participants. The

samples of the included articles were composed primarily of

college students recruited from a university setting. Participants

within the included articles ranged in age from 18 to 21 years old

and were diverse in terms of gender and race with the exception

of one article that included a sample that was all male (McMa-

hon & Dick, 2012) and two articles with samples that were all

Caucasian students (Butler et al., 2017; Pugh et al., 2016). See

Table 1 for a summary of participant demographics for the arti-

cles included in this synthesis. During the analysis, five themes

emerged (1) the impact of alcohol, (2) beliefs about responsibil-

ity, (3) peer perceptions, (4) indicators and situational dilemmas,

and (5) the role of friendship and group impact. The themes with

their accompanying subthemes are presented in detail below

along with participant quotations.

The Impact of Alcohol

Participants in all the articles discussed the role of alcohol in

their decisions to be prosocial bystanders. Alcohol typically

plays a large role in cases of sexual violence on college cam-

puses. This is one of the few studies where participants

described how alcohol could be both a facilitator and barrier

to prosocial bystander behavior.

Alcohol facilitates prosocial behavior. The participants felt that

alcohol could make it easier for them to be a prosocial bystan-

der. The participants described how alcohol could make them

feel less inhibited and therefore give them the courage to

actively intervene in dangerous situations. One participant said,

“[Alcohol] could make someone think they’re superman and

step in and try to save the day” (Oesterle et al., 2018, p. 1218).

Another participant explained how alcohol can make a person

feel better about themselves saying,

The more people drink they get a big head, kind of. You kind of

think of yourself as more of a superman kind of, the drunker you

get. It’s the whole immortality thing. When you’re wasted you’re

not really, you really don’t know your limits anymore. If you are

already drunk, you might be like, I’m going to step up, and be like a

macho man to all the girls who are watching—and for that girl I’m

going to stop this douche bag. He deserves to be stopped. (Oesterle

et al., 2018, p. 1218)

Participants also noted that if they see that a person is impaired,

they are more likely to intervene. One participant said, “If the

girl is wasted, you definitely want to save the girl from getting

raped or doing something she doesn’t want to do. And you have

to save the guy from getting sued for rape” (Oesterle et al.,

2018, p. 1216). Participants explained intervening is easier

when there are physical signs that the person in danger is drunk.

One participant said,

I mean, he’s touching her and inappropriately and if she’s like

being carried. If she’s being like dragged-out, like clearly intox-

icated . . . it could be innocent, like it could be just like a friend

trying to get her home. I think that’s something that you have to

intervene. (Pugh et al., 2016, p. 409)

The presence of alcohol can facilitate intervention by decreas-

ing inhibition in the potential bystander as well as providing

assurance that an intervention is necessary given the impaired

judgment of the potential victim.

Alcohol inhibits prosocial behavior. Participants also noted that

alcohol can be a barrier to acting as a prosocial bystander.

Participants described how the presence of alcohol makes it

more challenging to distinguish what is unsafe. One participant

said, “When you’re drunk, the environment you’re in is already

kind of weird because everyone is drunk, everyone is ham-

mered. [Danger] becomes part of the scenery almost and just

people aren’t able to distinguish between what’s right and

what’s wrong” (Oesterle et al., 2018, p. 1214). Participants also

discussed how some people use alcohol as facilitator to partic-

ipate in dangerous behavior, therefore making it more challen-

ging to decide to intervene. One participant said,

I think if you see a girl that’s really drunk, and, like, you know,

maybe going home with a guy or something, it is kinda easy to

think, I mean “Well she did that” like, you know, “She drank that

much,” so maybe just kinda let it happen, cause you think, “She did

it.” . . . And not that that’s right, I just think that it’s easy to think

that way. (Hackman et al., 2017, p. 703)

Participants also noted that the presence of alcohol increases

dangerous behavior. Participants discussed that if everyone is

drunk, inappropriate behavior is often encouraged. One parti-

cipant said,

Truthfully, if I’m, like, sober and the girl is completely wasted, I

won’t. I won’t touch it . . . But if I’m, like, drunk on the same level,

if I’m completely wasted, seeing double and she’s just as drunk, I

really don’t see anything wrong with that, per se. (Salazar et al.,

2017, p. 1136)
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Another participant said,

I’ve seen, actually, um, a situation where a bunch, like everybody

was drunk and a girl was being, like, touched or whatever. And

people were actually encouraging it because everyone was

drunk . . . Like a lot of guys were like, “Go for it” and the girls

didn’t know what was going on because they were drunk and

couldn’t really function. (Hackman et al., 2017, p. 701)

The presence of alcohol can increase the likelihood of inter-

vention by reducing the inhibition of the bystander and making

it easier to identify dangerous situations. However, alcohol can

also make it more challenging to decide to intervene since

certain behavior becomes permissible and encouraged when

the group is equally impaired.

Beliefs About Responsibility

The second theme that emerged was beliefs about the respon-

sibility of a bystander. Participants discussed whether they

believed intervention was their personal responsibility or the

responsibility of other group members or the potential victim.

It’s my responsibility. Participants discussed several situations in

which they believed it was their duty to intervene on behalf of

the potential victim. Several participants explained they

viewed intervention as their moral duty and personal responsi-

bility given their status in the group. One participant said,

I’d definitely feel responsible for like younger girls in my chapter,

um, girls who do drink heavily all the time, to the point where they

have no idea what they’re doing. Like, I do feel I have a sense of

responsibility for people who are more drunk than I am, basically.

(Pugh et al., 2016, p. 409)

Another participant described how it was his moral duty to

intervene if he saw a woman being assaulted by a man saying,

I’ve been driving down the street, not in a party situation or any-

thing like that, but a guy was like just arguing with his and always

raised his hand to her, and I just opened up the window and was

like “you better not do that.” He just like stopped, because he

shouldn’t hit a girl. So, I’d step in if it was a situation that, I feel

like you have the moral right to. (Oesterle et al., 2018, p. 1221)

Participants also commented how intervention was the right

thing to do no matter the situation. One participant described

how preventing future violence was worth the potential phys-

ical consequences saying,

More than likely, you’d get into a fight or something, but you know

what I mean. It’d be better than him continuing to harass some girl

you know. You know, I’d rather disagree with a dude on the street

about him being an asshole, you know, than, like, me ignoring the

situation and him go and, like, rape some girl, you know. (Salazar

et al., 2017, p. 1137)

Another participant described how intervention made her feel

proud of herself saying,

It was like, actually, this is my chance to show that I am worthy of

their friendship, like I’m worthy of believing that I can be a good

person, that I can do what’s right, and that I’m worthy of being

proud of myself. (Byers, 2016, p. 107)

Another participant explained that she believes that interven-

tion is always the right thing to do saying,

I learned about it when I was like in high school and middle school.

That you should always intervene. Like that’s what you should

always do, that’s the right thing to do. But they said like bystan-

ders, like if you see something, bullying going on and you don’t

report it, you don’t say anything like you just let it happen and you

are just as guilty. (Byers, 2016, p. 110)

Participants believed it was their responsibility to intervene

given their status in the group and if they felt a moral impera-

tive to act because they believe it was the right thing to do.

It’s their responsibility. In addition, participants noted several

circumstances in which they did not believe it was their respon-

sibility to act on behalf of the potential victim. Some partici-

pants described how it was not their responsibility to intervene

because it was not their role. One participant said, “You wer-

en’t hired to be their fricking bodyguard” (Koelsch et al., 2012,

p. 568). Participants also described how they would not inter-

vene if they saw a woman in danger because they felt she made

the choices to put herself in the dangerous situation. One par-

ticipant said, “If you’re a girl you don’t want to get into trouble,

you have a choice not to go to the party where you don’t know

anyone . . . it’s your own responsibility to take care of yourself”

(Koelsch et al., 2012, p. 568). Another participant commented

that some women need to learn their lesson saying, “like . . . if

I know she’s like, she gets around the block then . . . I’d be

like, that’s her own, that’s her fault. . . . Learn your lesson”

(Pugh et al., 2016, p. 410). Several participants also explained

certain behavior was not their fault if they were intoxicated.

One participant said,

If I’ve been drinking, yeah, a girl’s just gotta stop me cause, like,

I’m gonna be more willing to talk her into it, more willing to take

off her clothes. . . . So she’s really just gotta say, cause if she says

“no,” I’ll still stop. . . . I mean, if she’s hesitant, and I’m sober, I’m

more likely to stop [but if] she’s hesitant and I’m drunk, I’m not

likely to stop. (Salazar et al., 2017, p. 1136)

Finally, several participants felt other members of the group

would step in if a dangerous situation were to take place there-

fore absolving them from responsibility. One participant said,

“most parties you go to there’s going to be a bunch of people,

so plenty of, plenty of people to prevent it from happening for

sure” (Hackman et al., 2017, pp. 703–704).

Personal beliefs surrounding responsibility influenced the

participants decisions to intervene. Participants described
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several situations in which they believed it would be their

responsibility to intervene; however, they also felt the individ-

ual in danger carried some of the responsibility for putting

themselves in potentially dangerous situations.

Peer Perceptions

The third theme that emerged was the impact of peer percep-

tions on one’s ability to act as a prosocial bystander. Partici-

pants included in this study highlighted how societal beliefs

surrounding sexual violence and consent influenced their deci-

sions to be prosocial bystanders. Participants also discussed the

social consequences they may experience if they actively inter-

vened in a dangerous situation.

Beliefs about consent and sexual violence. Participants’ beliefs

about consent and sexual violence were frequently discussed

in the articles included in this study. Beliefs about consent,

sexual violence, and the acceptance of rape myths often inform

the intervention decisions of the bystanders. Consent for sex

was often discussed in terms of when it should be sought or

assumed. Participants discussed their interactions with poten-

tial partners and particularly how women were frequently per-

ceived as playing hard to get when it came to negotiating

intimacy. One participant said,

I know dudes who . . . do [not] go into a situation thinking that a girl

is gonna say “no” to them. Then if she does say “no,” they do not

believe it. Like she is just playing hard to get. (DeMaria et al.,

2018, p. 479)

Another participant said, “If a girl don’t want you, she gonna

tell you ‘no,’ like she said. But some girls do that little playful

‘no;’ they’ll be like, ‘no, no, no’” (Salazar et al., 2017, p. 1136).

Other participants discussed the need to be persistent in order to

allow the opposite sex to play hard to get. One participant said,

Yeah, [she] push[es] your hands away, like when you’re feeling or

whatever, and then they’re like, “No, don’t do that,” and then you

gotta try again, just to be sure they’re not like, “No, don’t do that,

but really do it,” so they save their morals. . . . You gotta try twice.

(Salazer et al., 2016, p. 1136)

Participants also discussed situations where consent could be

assumed. Several of the participants felt that being in a com-

mitted relationship made it possible to assume consent for a

sexual encounter. One participant said, “Like, with my girl-

friend, I’m not worried about if I’m taking advantage of her

because she’s drunk and I’m sober” (Salazar et al., 2017, p.

1136). Beliefs about consent informed participant’s percep-

tions regarding specific behaviors and the decision-making

process when faced with a dangerous situation.

Beliefs about sexual violence also influenced the partici-

pants’ behavior. Participants communicated how beliefs about

one’s behavior could put them in a dangerous situation. Several

participants felt that actions, such as drinking too much,

wearing clothes perceived as too sexy, and sexual promiscuity,

could lead to unsafe situations which were ultimately the fault

of the individual. One participant said, “Don’t come to a party

by yourself wearing a little halter top and skirt like too sexy”

(Koelsch et al., 2012, p. 568). Another said, “ . . . and like I

don’t wanna sound insensitive, but that’s my first thought. She

shouldn’t have drank that much, you know (laughter)” (Pugh

et al., 2016, p. 411). Finally, one participant said, “If we were to

be out here sleeping with the whole football team, oh we’re a

ho, though. But, like, you guys can sleep with any other girl on

campus” (Hackman et al., 2017, p. 706). These beliefs

informed the intervention decisions of the bystanders, and the

majority felt intervention was not necessary since the individ-

ual put herself or himself in a dangerous situation.

Consequences of intervention. The perception of the social con-

sequences of intervention was frequently discussed in the arti-

cles. Participants communicated if they were to intervene in the

wrong situation, there could be social consequences which ulti-

mately made intervention undesirable. One person said, “if you

misjudge a situation, if you make a big scene and it was not like

that at all, then you look stupid, and most people do [not] want

to put themselves in a situation like that” (DeMaria et al., 2018,

p. 481). Participants felt intervention could damage their social

status as well as make them look like they are out to ruin the

mood. One participant said, “I do [not] want to intervene and

actually be ruining a good time” (DeMaria et al., 2018, p. 480).

Another said, “You don’t want to be known as a cock-block”

(Oesterle et al., 2018, p. 1217). Ultimately the fear of social

consequences influenced the decision to intervene in a danger-

ous situation. One participant said,

In my experience I’d say nothing active. You might look at who

you’re with be like “look at this douche” like I feel bad. I don’t

think I’ve ever seen somebody go up to somebody and be like

“Hey, knock it off!” or something. And that’s probably what you

should do, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen it happen. (Oesterle

et al., 2018, p. 1220)

Peer perceptions of consent and sexual violence as well as

perceptions of social consequences related to taking action

influenced participants’ decisions to intervene.

Indicators and Situational Dilemmas

The fourth theme that emerged during the analysis was the

impact indicators and situational dilemmas had on prosocial

bystander behaviors. Indicators were subtle hints or body

movements given by a potential victim as a sign that help was

needed from someone within the environment to escape a dan-

gerous situation. Situational dilemmas, or confusion regarding

the level of danger associated with a particular situation, often

left participants unsure whether or not to intervene.

Body language. Participants used body language as a way to iden-

tify if a peer needed assistance from a possible threat of sexual
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violence. They looked for physical signs that help was needed

such as an individual maintaining a particular body stance, work-

ing to prevent being cornered, or rolling their eyes during a con-

versation (Oesterle et al., 2018). One participant stated,

If a girl looks uncomfortable, even if you don’t know her and she’s

with a guy, generally just approaching her and being like “hey I

like your shirt” just to kind of give her a signal that you’re there to

get her out of it. (Koelsch et al., 2012, p. 567)

This participant was able to observe an individual’s body lan-

guage to determine the appropriate course of action. This then

led to them intervening before the situation further escalated

and became problematic. These “signals” or nondirective

forms of communication served as a facilitator to prosocial

bystander behavior.

Situational danger level. Participants who were not positive that

the situation was dangerous were unwilling to get involved.

They feared that intervening could not only place them in an

unwanted scenario but also in a potentially dangerous situation.

One student said,

I hate to say it but if [I] don’t know what’s going on, I won’t even

get myself involved . . . [because] you can spark something differ-

ent, you can get yourself in trouble, and it is really nothing to do

with you. (Koelsch et al., 2012, p. 568)

Participants also experienced confusion when they visually

witnessed someone committing an act of sexual violence. They

may have heard victimization stories before but were in a state

of shock when they actually observed the dangerous situation.

One participant said,

. . . Because people don’t want to see that, and their first instinct is

to be like: “Oh that’s not really happening is it? Like, they’re just

joking, I don’t have to do anything.” Because people don’t want to

have to do anything and they also don’t want it to be happening in

the first place. So, a lot of people let things happen that shouldn’t

because, because they are confused or afraid to do anything. And

it’s the people who would never do that behavior themselves, who

are afraid [to intervene] because they don’t understand how some-

one could do [harm to someone]. (Oesterle et al., 2018, p. 1216)

When participants encountered a situation where someone was

experiencing sexual assault, they were often in a state of dis-

belief and confusion, which led to a lack of appropriate

intervention.

The Role of Friendship and Group Impact

The final theme to emerge was the role of friendship and group

impact. In various studies, results showed that participants

were more inclined to intervene if they were among several

of their peers. Friends felt it was their duty and obligation to

ensure each other’s safety. Intervention methods varied among

individuals and ranged from verbal confrontations to gender

accountability. Barriers in group dynamics also prevented indi-

viduals from acting as prosocial bystanders.

Peer network. Friendship was a prevalent facilitator when it

came to prosocial bystander behaviors. Participants felt that

being a friend came with an unwritten set of rules that obliged

them to step in for each other in dangerous situations. There

was also a level of accountability set forth among friends as this

participant stated,

. . . I think that’s important, too, like, you should always have a

group of people that are like, gonna have, gonna be there for you

and, like, make sure, you know, everything’s in control, and like—

you don’t step out of line . . . . (Hackman et al., 2017, p. 703)

There were instances where the participant themselves was not

being harassed, but because one of their friends was, they felt a

responsibility to act. One participant stated, “when I do see my

friends getting picked on I get really angry. I’m like ‘No, how

dare you?’ like ‘That’s my friend” (Byers, 2016, p. 109). It is

important to note that not all participants saw themselves as the

“protector” in the group. Some participants felt it was a burden

to constantly keep watch for possible threats to their friends.

Accountability among men. Male participants discussed the

importance of holding each other accountable to prevent vio-

lence. Participants stated they would confront their male peers

even if that intervention led to a loss of friendships or scrutiny

from their peers. They recognized that the positive outcomes of

intervention outweighed the potential negative social conse-

quences. One male participant said, “If you see it [abusive

behavior] and you’re with your friends, you’re just not gonna

let it happen even if they want to hit you in the face” (McMa-

hon & Farmer, 2009, p. 1055). One fraternity shared how they

handled an incident among their peers.

The fraternity didn’t like how this guy was disrespecting the girls

in the group, so they weren’t okay with that. So, he was kind of

shunned out . . . I don’t want to say it was justified, but if someone

is being disrespectful, I feel like they need a taste of their own

medicine sometimes, if they’re not getting the message. (Byers,

2016, p. 127)

This accountability among men to take ownership of their

actions is a facilitator for prosocial bystander intervention.

Discussion

The results of this synthesis revealed five key themes surround-

ing facilitators and barriers to prosocial bystander behavior

which have important implications for the continued develop-

ment of bystander intervention programs for university stu-

dents. Study results enhanced what is already known, mostly

through quantitative studies, about bystander facilitators and

barriers from university students’ perspectives. See Table 2 for
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a summary of the themes based on their categorization as a

barrier or facilitator to prosocial behavior within this synthesis.

Alcohol was a salient theme in the articles. Participants

described alcohol as being both a barrier and a facilitator to pro-

social bystander behavior. The presence of alcohol has been

found to increase the likelihood of dangerous behavior and there-

fore put college students in danger (Chaney et al., 2016; Kilwein

& Looby, 2018). Although alcohol has been shown to increase

danger, the students included in this review described how alco-

hol could facilitate prosocial behavior in that they would be less

inhibited to act as a bystander. In other words, alcohol could

potentially remove social barriers that might prevent students

from acting as a prosocial bystander. The students also described

that they were better able to distinguish when a person is in danger

when the potential victim is drunk. The students explained that

when a person is intoxicated, they are clearly in danger and there-

fore in need of assistance. The students’ beliefs about the positive

aspects of the presence of alcohol warrant future research. Given

this perspective, bystander intervention programs should include

discussions about the role of alcohol and explore students’ beliefs

systems surrounding the views on how alcohol could affect their

abilities to be prosocial bystanders.

Beliefs about whose responsibility it is to intervene was the

second theme that emerged in this synthesis. Students dis-

cussed their perspectives concerning whether it was their

responsibility or the responsibility of another individual to

intervene. Similar to study results from a meta-analysis by Katz

and Moore (2013), the students shared several reasons for their

view that being a prosocial bystander was their personal

responsibility, including viewing intervention as a moral duty,

being a good friend or assisting those who are younger or in a

more vulnerable position. Similarly, Baumert et al. (2013)

found that students who view prosocial behavior as a moral

duty are more likely to intervene. In addition, the students

described scenarios which would cause them to view the

dangerous situation as another individual’s responsibility. The

students discussed situations in which they believed it was not

their role to intervene, such as not being an employee in charge

of monitoring behavior or the individual in danger was outside

of their peer group. The students also felt that the person in

danger should take responsibility for putting themselves in a

dangerous situation. They described that they may not inter-

vene if they saw a woman in danger because she made the

choices to put herself in that dangerous situation and therefore

should incur the consequences. This belief system represents

victim-blaming attitudes which act as a barrier to prosocial

bystander behavior (Thornberg & Wänström, 2018). Bystander

intervention programs should be aware that students may have

varying beliefs about responsibility and should seek to confront

beliefs that inhibit prosocial behavior, such as blaming poten-

tial victims for putting themselves in a dangerous situation.

Another belief system that influenced prosocial behavior

were beliefs concerning consent and sexual violence as well

as beliefs concerning the consequences of intervention. These

beliefs were heavily influenced by the perception of students’

peers. Students described scenarios that influenced their views

on the need to gain consent for sex. If they were in a committed

relationship, several students felt consent should be assumed,

even if their partners were intoxicated. On the other hand, if

they were not in a committed relationship, several students

explained that consent should be sought. However, many stu-

dents believed that women often play hard to get so persistence

is necessary to achieve sex. Contrary to results about rape myth

acceptance by Katz and Moore (2013), several students

expressed that women who put themselves in vulnerable posi-

tions by acting promiscuous, wearing revealing clothing, and

being intoxicated did not warrant intervention. These views

also exemplify victim-blaming language and maladaptive

beliefs concerning consent which could influence prosocial

bystander behavior. Giving students the opportunity to express

Table 2. Summary of Findings.

Theme Barrier Component Facilitator Component

The impact of alcohol – Alcohol make it challenging to distinguish dangerous situations
– Alcohol increases dangerous behavior

– Alcohol lowers inhibition which makes it
easier to intervene

– People who are intoxicated are clearly in
need of intervention

Beliefs about responsibility – Intervention is not my role
– People are responsible for their choices
– Other people will step in to intervene

– Intervention is a moral duty
– Intervention is the right thing to do no

matter the situation
Peer perceptions – Beliefs about women playing hard to get inhibited intervention

– Assumption of consent with romantic partner
– Beliefs about the potential victim’s behavior, such as drinking too much

or wearing revealing clothing, being the cause of the dangerous situation
– Social consequences of intervening at the inappropriate time
– Intervention can damage social status

Indicators and situational
dilemma

– Unsure if the situation warranted intervene or was dangerous
– Shock of witnessing sexual violence

– Body language of the person in danger

The role of friendship and
group impact

– Being surrounded by a group of peers
– Friendship gave permission to intervene
– Feeling like the group protector
– Accountability among men
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their beliefs within the context of sharing the group norms or

perceptions of their peers could allow students to reveal mala-

daptive beliefs without having to face the social pressure of

expressing their personal beliefs. Bystander interventions

which incorporate a space to explore social norms could have

a greater impact at confronting victim-blaming attitudes.

Another theme that emerged was participants’ ability to pay

close attention to their environments and identify a potentially

dangerous situation. In some situations, participants were able to

utilize the potential victim’s body language as an indicator of the

danger level, which aligns with the first step, recognition that a

dangerous situation is occurring, of Latane and Darley’s (1970)

intervention model. Other times, participants had difficulty iden-

tifying the danger level of the specific situation. Even when

participants recognized the potential danger, they still found

themselves questioning if intervention was the appropriate

response. Further research may be warranted to help determine

best practices to identify dangerous situations and encourage

participants to intervene when they do identify the situation as

dangerous. It is also important to ensure that bystander interven-

tion programs provide clear information to help participants

identify dangerous situations and the potential victim. Also, pro-

viding space and opportunity for bystander intervention program

participants to practice possible intervention strategies during

bystander intervention programs may help them be better pre-

pared when they experience the dangerous situations in real life.

Group dynamics also served as a facilitator and barrier to

prosocial bystander behaviors. Results showed that participants

found the confidence to intervene to help keep their friends safe.

Similarly, previous research found that positive group norms

lead to more prosocial bystander behavior when dangerous situa-

tions occur (Banyard, 2008; Burn, 2009; Levine et al., 2002;

Sulkowski, 2011). Participants who acted as prosocial bystan-

ders to defend their friends often did so because of the belief that

supporting friends in potential danger is an expectation of that

friendship. Contrary to Levine and colleagues’ (2002) study

that states bystanders are more likely to intervene if they know

one of the parties involved, a few participants stated that it was

not their responsibility to provide oversight for a friend. Social

norms, including accountability, play a large part in facilitating

prosocial bystander behavior (Banyard, 2008; Burn, 2009;

Levine et al., 2002; Sulkowski, 2011). Male participants recog-

nized the importance of holding their peers accountable for their

behaviors, regardless of the potential social consequences.

Encouraging men to get involved in sexual violence prevention

efforts may be one way to improve social norms regarding sex-

ual violence in male peer groups. Men have the ability to chal-

lenge societal norms in their peer groups which could encourage

more prosocial bystander behavior and possibly reduce the

occurrence of sexual violence within these peer groups. Offering

specific roles for men to play as allies to help change social

norms around sexual violence would be helpful information to

include in bystander intervention programming. It would be

helpful to create a space for discussions of the challenging social

norms that currently exist and then further opportunities to col-

laboratively develop strategies to challenge those social norms.

Limitations and Future Directions

The results of this study should be interpreted within the con-

text of a number of limitations. First, the results of this synth-

esis are based on existing literature. The original authors’

themes and published quotations were used to derive new

themes, therefore conclusions should be not be generalized to

represent all experiences and beliefs of university students.

Second, the QIMS methodology relies on the authors bracket-

ing their experiences in order to approach the topic without

bias. While the authors intentionally coded the data, it is pos-

sible that some bias may be present given the experiences of the

authors with the topic of bystander behavior. Finally, although

the authors sought to review literature pertaining to a multitude

of social issues covered within bystander intervention program-

ming, based on the search criteria the majority of the articles

included within the synthesis were focused on the prevention of

sexual violence. Therefore, it is possible for there to be addi-

tional barriers and facilitators related to different social issues

such as racism, intimate partner violence, and bullying. Future

research is necessary to identify facilitators and barriers to

intervention across different social issues.

Conclusion

This study contributes to our understanding of the barriers and

facilitators to prosocial bystander intervention by university

students. The results demonstrate that the reasons university

students may choose to act as prosocial bystanders are complex

and varied. As institutions of higher education continue to

implement bystander intervention programs, it is critical to

incorporate an understanding of the facilitators and barriers

of prosocial bystander intervention to more effectively ensure

programs are promoting environments that encourage prosocial

behaviors to prevent and respond to sexual violence. This study

provides a synthesis of those facilitators and barriers to help

develop and/or expand effective bystander intervention pro-

grams for university students.

Implications for Practice, Policy, and Future Research

Practice

� Results of this synthesis could guide program facilitators

to anticipate situations that could arise when implement-

ing bystander intervention programs with university

students.

� Bystander intervention programs should offer space to

explore:

� The role of alcohol and students’ beliefs systems

about how alcohol could affect their abilities to be

prosocial bystanders.

� Social norms regarding responsibility for interven-

tion, such as victim blaming, and include opportu-

nities to collaboratively develop strategies to

challenge those norms.
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� Possible intervention strategies so participants are

better prepared when they experience the risky

situations in real life.

� Specific roles for men to play as allies to help

change social norms around sexual violence.

Policy

� The results of this synthesis reveal the importance of

bystander intervention programs in addressing the prob-

lem of sexual violence and support the inclusion of pol-

icies which mandate bystander training at institutions of

higher education.

� The factors addressed in this synthesis could be valuable

for new bystander intervention programs as well as the

expansion of content in already existing programs.

Future Research

� Future research regarding university students’ beliefs

about the presence of alcohol being a facilitator for pro-

social bystander behavior may help guide further devel-

opment of effective bystander intervention programs.

� More research is needed to help determine best practices

to identify risky situations and encourage participants to

intervene when they do identify the situation as risky.
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