
Empowering Bystanders
from expert Rosalind Wiseman – Creating Cultures of Dignity

Being a bystander:

It’s not like any of us look forward to the opportunity of confronting a bully. Ironically, it can 
often be harder to confront a bully we’re close to than someone we don’t know or don’t 
like. And no matter how you feel about the bully or the target, it can be easy to stay silent 
because you don’t want the abuse directed at you.
But here are three inescapable facts:

t�"MNPTU�BMM�PG�VT�XJMM�CF�JO�B�TJUVBUJPO�BU�TPNF�QPJOU�PG�PVS�MJWFT�XIFSF�XF�TFF�TPNFPOF�CVMMZ�
someone else.

t�#ZTUBOEFST�PGUFO�EFDJEF�UP�HFU�JOWPMWFE�CBTFE�PO�UIFJS�GFFMJOHT�UPXBSE�UIF�CVMMZ�BOE�PS�
UIF�UBSHFU��*G�ZPV�MJLF�UIF�CVMMZ�UIFO�ZPV�BSF�NPSF�MJLFMZ�UP�FYDVTF�UIF�CFIBWJPS��*G�ZPV�
UIJOL�UIF�UBSHFU�JT�BOOPZJOH�UIFO�ZPV�MM�NPSF�FBTJMZ�CFMJFWF�UIF�UBSHFU�XBT�BTLJOH�
GPS�JU��#VU�B�CZTUBOEFS�T�EFDJTJPO�UP�HFU�JOWPMWFE�TIPVME�CF�CBTFE�PO�UIF�NFSJUT�PG�
the problem, not on their relationship to the people.

t�*O�UIBU�NPNFOU�XF�XJMM�IBWF�UISFF�DIPJDFT�����3FJOGPSDF�UIF�BCVTF�PG�QPXFS�CZ�
supporting the bully; 2. Stay neutral—which looks like you’re either intimidated by the 
bully yourself or you support their actions; 3. Act in some way that confronts the bully’s 
abuse of power.

In the face of seeing someone bullied, here are some common reactions:

t�%FOZ�JU�T�HPJOH�PO�

t�%JTUSBDU�ZPVSTFMG�TP�JU�MPPLT�MJLF�ZPV�EPO�U�LOPX�XIBU�T�HPJOH�PO��"OE�JG�ZPV�EPO�U�LOPX�
UIFO�ZPV�IBWF�OP�PCMJHBUJPO�UP�EP�TUPQ�JU�

t�3FNPWF�ZPVSTFMG�GSPN�UIF�TJUVBUJPO�

t�-BVHI�UP�USZ�UP�DPOWJODF�ZPVSTFMG�UIBU�XIBU�T�HPJOH�PO�JTO�U�
serious.

t�+PJO�JO�UIF�CVMMZJOH�CFDBVTF�JU�T�TBGFS�UP�CF�PO�UIF�TJEF�PG�UIF�
person with the most power.

t�*HOPSF�JU�JO�UIF�IPQF�UIBU�JU�XJMM�HP�BXBZ�
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What do you do if you are a bystander?

Even if you aren’t proud of how you handled the bullying when it occurred, 
it’s important to recognize how hard it is to know what to do in the moment. 
But that fact doesn’t mean it’s too late now to speak out. Especially if you 
are friends with the bully, reaching out to him is actually the ultimate sign of 
your friendship.

6XSSRUWLQJ�VRPHRQH�ZKR·V�EHHQ�EXOOLHG��

Say, “I’m sorry that happened to you, do you want to tell me about it?”
Don’t tell them what they should have done or what you would have done. 
Listen and help them think through how to address the problem effectively. 
And if they ask you to back them up the next time it happens, ask them 
what that looks like to them. If it means upholding their right to be treated 
with dignity and not getting revenge on the bully, then do it.

6XSSRUWLQJ�VRPHRQH�ZKR�LV�EHLQJ�WKH�EXOO\

In your own words say something like, “This is uncomfortable to talk about 
but yesterday when you sent that picture of Dave you know that really 
embarrassed him. And I know I laughed and I know he can be annoying 
but it’s still wrong. If you do it again I’m not going to back you up.” 
Yes, the bully is going to push back, make you uncomfortable, try to get 
you on her side but remember what happened and why you feel like the 
bully’s actions were wrong.

:K\�DUH�E\VWDQGHUV�VR�UHOXFWDQW�WR�FRPH�IRUZDUG"�

Let’s move away from the bystanders and focus on the adults. The 
prevailing explanation of why kids won’t come forward is because there’s 
a code of silence that forbids them. No one wants to be a snitch. While 
there’s some truth in that—I think just as powerful a reason for kids’ silence 
is because the adults haven’t created an environment where kids think 
reporting will make the problem better instead of worse. Yet, the most 
common advice we give to bystanders is to is tell an adult. Like it or not, 
the truth is it’s not good enough to tell kids to tell an adult.

Telling an adult won’t magically solve the problem.  What far too many kids 
know and experience on a daily basis but we deny is that far too many 
adults are ill-equipped to respond effectively and often only cause the 
child to give up on adults entirely. Furthermore, the very way a lot of adults 
treat young people– in a condescending or dominant (i.e. “bullying”) 
NBOOFS�o�NBLFT�JU�JNQPTTJCMF�GPS�DIJMESFO�UP�IBWF�BOZ�DPOmEFODF�JO�PVS�
ability to be effective advocates.


