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Bystander intervention is arguably the most popular and well 
researched sexual assault prevention effort on both college campuses 
and military installations. The EEOC also recommends utilizing 
a bystander approach when teaching sexual assault prevention so 
Catharsis Productions has bystander intervention scenarios in our 
new corporate offerings.  For those new to the concept of prevention 
education, bystander intervention programming aims to reduce or 
eliminate interpersonal violence (i.e. rape, sexual harassment, 
relationship violence, hate crimes, bias speech, etc.) by empowering 
witnesses to step up and say or do something to help someone being 
targeted for harm. Readers interested in more information about 
the efficacy of bystander intervention as a prevention strategy can 
check out the work done by Jane Stapleton and others at https://
cola.unh.edu/prevention-innovations-research-center. In this paper I am 
going to concentrate on why people do not intervene; specifically, 
how internalized race bias affects a bystander’s decision to intervene. 
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FACTORS IMPACTING BYSTANDER INTERVENTION

Often, in our bystander intervention programs, we ask the audience, “if intervening is such a good idea, why don’t people 
intervene?” The most common responses to this question are: 

• Fear of getting hurt

• Fear of being embarrassed or embarrassing someone else

• Uncertainty about their interpretation of what’s happening which is related to pluralistic ignorance or about how they can be of help

• Lack of responsibility, thinking it’s not their business, or diffusion of responsibility which is the feeling that someone else
will step in or is more qualified to help

• Lack of familiarity; thinking that because they don’t know the people involved that they have no responsibility to help

• Attribution of blame, when people believe that the targets of harm got themselves into this trouble or brought it upon
themselves rather than examining the motivations of the people that are taking advantage of someone’s vulnerability

When asked why people don’t intervene, rarely does anyone answer: “If I don’t like that person or group of people I will not 
intervene.” Internalized bias for or against groups of people, however, is a factor in whether someone will help. As mentioned, 
we will home in on the research that examines race prejudice as a barrier in bystander intervention. This paper will 
review research studies that examined race prejudice as a barrier to intervention for white people. This not new or surprising 
to activists and educators of color who have been working to dismantle racism in the anti-sexual violence community since 
day one. For more information about this work please visit https://incite-national.org/

RACE PREJUDICE AS A BARRIER TO INTERVENTION

There have been several studies questioning if race prejudice, specifically white folks with race prejudice about black 
folks, negatively influences helping behaviors. In their meta-study on helping behaviors, Saucier, Miller, & Doucet 
(2005) found that white people discriminated against black people more frequently when the situation gave white 
participants opportunities to provide non-racist excuses for refusing to help. Additionally, they found that the more 
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dangerous the threat, the less likely white folks were to help. This seems contrary to common sense as one would hope 
that the more harmful the danger, the more people would be moved to intervene. Saucier, Miller, & Doucet (2005) 
hypothesized that the reason white people helped less during a high-level crisis is that emergency situations gave them 
less time to minimize their internalized racist beliefs. Dovidio (1991) articulated that to lesson arousal when faced with 
an emergency, whites will either derogate the victim of color, label the situation as not an emergency, or insist that this 
is not their responsibility. Kuntsman and Plant (2008) also found that as the level of urgency increased, the speed and 
quality of the interventions offered by white participants to help black people decreased. Conversely, they found that 
black people helped black and white folks similarly (Kunstman and Plant, 2008). In their 2017 study, Katz et al. found 
that white women were less likely to intervene in situations where the potential victim had a name that was perceived as 
belonging to a black woman (LaTonya) versus the control group with a female character the perceived to be white named 
Laura. This tell us that internalized race bias plays a role in keeping white folks from intervening in situations where black 
people are in crisis or in harms way. 

HOW BIAS, SYSTEMIC STEREOTYPES AND RACISM ALSO 
INFLUENCE ASKING FOR HELP

We must then also consider that internalized bias may cause people to resist help from others outside of their race 
or culture, even in an emergency. Recently, when I was facilitating a discussion on bystander intervention, a black 
student described a situation where she refused help from someone based on that person’s gender and racial 
identity. The student reported that she has trouble accepting help from white men in general and decided that she 
would prefer not to accept his help. She stated personal and historical examples of why she felt afraid to take the man’s 
help. Other students from various racial and gender identities nodded in agreement, they all could think of a time 
where they did not want help because of an experience or belief about someone else. Considering the above, 
prevention educators should add conversations on how racism creates situations where helpers and helpees become 
fearful of offering or accepting help. This can be extrapolated across various identities where folks who have been the 
targets of oppression because of their gender, sexuality, ability, ethnicity etc may not trust folks with privilege in those 
same identities. Having ones help rejected may decrease the likelihood of them helping again. Prepping participants for 
this might control for demotivation. Help them consider a different perspective on how people experience the world 
and encourage them to see how unchecked and processed privilege creates barriers and hurts us all. 

This topic also provides an opportunity to discuss yet another way systemic racism is linked to sexual violence and harm. 
In another class, a black man said to me he was not very comfortable intervening when the target of harm was a white 
woman because he feared he would end up in jail before the person who was perpetrating the harm. Prevention work 
cannot separate itself from how systemic race inequality creates isolation and barriers to intervening. Helping when 
black means considering how white folks will receive help or how that help might be interpreted through a lens of race 
prejudice. As prevention educators we should include discussions of these realities and how allies can play a part in 
dismantling systemic racism.   
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CREATING COMMUNITY

An important consideration is how segregation still affects 
how we live and socialize and how that may also play a part 
in bystander intervention. People in general are more 
likely to help others who are more similar to them (Levine, 
Cassidy, Brazier, & Reicher, 2002) and bystanders are 
more likely to help people they are familiar with before 
they will help a stranger (Amato 1990). When comparing 
planned and emergency helping scenarios, college students 
reported more helping within their social network versus 
unplanned or emergency helping outside of their network 
of friends (Amato,1990). An important element to 
feeling responsible is feeling connected to others. Banyard 
(2008) found that there was a correlation between 
college students’ feelings of being a part of a community 
and their willingness to intervene in potentially violent 
sexual situations. We clearly have a bias for folks who are, 
or we perceive are, part of our community. Here in the US we live in a society that is still very socially segregated, so it’s 
not surprising that folks may not feel that people from races or cultures other than their own would not feel familiar or foster a 
feeling of shared community. If they have never interacted with folks from different cultures, races, or ethnicities, they will not 
necessarily feel that “sameness” that helps them move from witnesses to interveners. We want to create a sense of community or 
familiarity with the greater community in our trainings, Below are a few ways that can help to accomplish this goal:

• Make sure that there is diversity in your training spaces. This means several things but a few examples would to:
- Work with student groups, cultural centers, and a myriad of different and representative departments to make sure you 

have a multicultural training space.
- Use scenarios and examples that are representative of myriad cultures and experiences but in relation to this paper are 

explicitly inclusive of those experiences of people of color.
- If you are a leader commit time and resources to making sure your training team is trained on power, privilege, and 

oppression, and how race, gender, ability, ethnicity, religion, sexuality, age creates more or less access to safety and 
resources.

• Make sure training allows for ice breakers and other social interactions that enable training participants the opportunity to get 
to know each other to form a sense of community.

• Utilize some of the tools that men-as-ally trainings have used to increase empathy in men (Katz et al., 2017). For example, 
use survivor narratives from victims of color to help build empathy in white students, and help them with perspective-taking.

•  Ideally trainings would be led by a diverse team in order to model interracial communication, respect, and cooperation 
(Katz et al., 2017).

• Educators need to be committed to getting education on the experiences of folks outside of their cultural lens. For example, 
white educators will need to commit to getting more education on critical race theory, intersectionality, and the narratives of 
survivors of color.
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INCLUDE DISCUSSIONS ON INTERNALIZED RACE 
BIAS IN TRAINING

Finally, we are challenging prevention educators who teach bystander intervention programs to include discussions on how internalized 
race bias is a barrier that one must overcome to intervene. This means including the following in your training curricula:

• Cross-cultural dialogue and opportunities for students to consider and confront their own internalized bias.

• Acknowledging that racial bias is a problem in our community and is leaving people of color at a higher risk of being harmed.

• Center bystander scenarios around situations involving folks of color as targets of harm.

• Include scenarios where participants practice responding to moments of hate speech or microaggressions.

Incorporating these practices into bystander intervention trainings will help people with unexamined internalized bias 
the chance to actively work through their own thinking and hear peers correct harmful stereotypes. When we do not 
address racism in bystander intervention training, we are inadvertently affirming stereotypes about who is deserving of 
help and care and who is not. 

INCLUSION, INTERSECTIONALITY AND LISTENING 
TO WOMEN OF COLOR 

This paper narrowed its focus to race prejudice against black folks by white folks and its negative effects on bystander 
intervention, but one can extrapolate that bias against any group can negatively affect our feeling of responsibility to 
step up and step in if we witness oppression or harm in any form. As mentioned above bystander intervention programs 
should include discussions on power, privilege and oppression and how inequality and objectifying stereotypes turn 
people into objects which increases harm and decreases helping and supportive behaviors. The research tells us that 
internalized racism and unexamined race privilege acts as a barrier to helping people who are hurt. Having experienced 
prejudice and racism also impacts help seeking, especially seeking help in systems that have not historically served populations 
of color equally or justly. If we want to lessen harm and increase safety for everyone, we must change the way we are 
teaching this topic and approaching this work. Again, as I stated in the opening, none of those ideas are new or mine, 
women of color have been having these conversations for ages and have critiqued bystander intervention programs for 
their lack of an intersectional approach or critical race analysis. This is both a critique of the curricula and of those of us teaching 
these programs. I urge myself and other folks from privileged populations to continue to get education on how bias and prejudice 
affect our efforts to intervene, weave discussions, scenarios, and role-plays into our programming to help address this issue and 
listen to the communities we serve about their experiences and follow in the work of women of color activists and scholars. 

Call: 312-243-0022
Email: info@catharsisproductions.com
Visit: www.catharsisproductions.com

@CatharsisProductions
@CatharsisProduc

LEARN
MORE
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