
Facilitating Pro-Social Bystander 
Behavior: A Follow Up Conversation 
FACE IT: Elder Abuse Happens-Community of 

Practice Taking Action Conference



Small group exercise
Think of examples of when:

You did (or did not) 
intervene to help 
someone in need

Someone did (or did 
not) intervene on 

your behalf to help 
you

You saw someone 
who did (or did not) 

intervene to help 
someone in need

Generate a “why” and “why not” list



Recap from keynote address
Who are we most 
likely to help? 

When are we most 
likely to help? 

How are we most 
likely to help? 

What kinds of help
are most likely to 
be helpful? 

People who we can 
empathize with 
(empathy-altruism 
hypothesis)

People who we 
perceive are most 
similar to us (in 
group v. out group)

When we are in the 
right mood 
(positive mood 
effect)

When there are 
fewer people 
around
(bystander effect)

When we are most 
likely to see other 
bystanders (or the 
victim) again in the 
future

In a way that 
reduces the costs 
and maximizes the 
benefits to 
ourselves (social 
exchange theory)

Interventions that 
do not:
(1) Contain negative 
self-messages for 
the recipient
(2) Conflict with the 
recipient’s values
(3) Create an 
imbalance between 
help giver and 
receiver
(4) Increase the risk 
of further 
escalating the 
situation 



Recap from keynote address

Notice

Interpret

Assume responsibility

Know necessary action

Implement decision to act

(Latane & Darley, 1970)



Noticing and interpreting
• How concerning would you consider the following scenarios?

Not at all 
concerned

(1)

Slightly 
concerned

(2)

Somewhat 
concerned

(3)

Moderately 
concerned

(4)

Extremely 
concerned

(5)



Noticing and interpreting

A home health care nurse notices that Simone, the adult daughter of her 
elderly patient Don, takes items of both sentimental and monetary value 
from Don’s home each time she comes to visit without asking for Don’s 
permission. When the nurse casually observes to Don that she has noticed 
that an antique silver tea set is missing from its display case, Don says that 
he knows that Simone is taking things from the house but he is afraid to 
confront her out of fear that she will stop coming to see him and will keep 
his grandchildren away from him.   



Noticing and interpreting

Cara is an elderly woman with dementia living with her single adult son 
Lionel. She has in the past wandered out of the house alone and been 
found disoriented and scared.  Lionel telecommutes from home and is 
Cara’s sole caregiver, but he relies on respite care multiple times a week 
to allow him to leave the house to run errands and see friends. The 
respite care worker notices a pad lock mounted on the outside frame of 
Cara’s bedroom door. Lionel informs the respite worker that he is scared 
that Cara may wander out of the house alone if he is not there, so he 
sometimes locks her in her bedroom on the occasions when he has to go 
out for short periods of time but does not have respite care.



Noticing and interpreting

Nicole is a recent widow who requires some minor assistance with tasks 
of daily living. After her partner’s death, she moved in with her son 
Alton, his wife Emily, and their three young children. Nicole enjoys sitting 
on the porch and conversing with their neighbor, Jasdeep. On multiple 
occasions Jasdeep has observed Emily pressuring Nicole for money to 
buy things for the grandchildren.  Emily “jokes” that she will convince 
Alton to put Nicole in a residential care facility if Nicole she doesn’t 
comply.   



Noticing and interpreting

Mildred lives with her granddaughter Jean. Mildred has a hearing aid, 
but she does not like to wear the aid because she finds it uncomfortable 
and the feedback gives her serious headaches. Jean pressures Mildred to 
wear the hearing aid anyway. One evening when they are out at dinner, 
Mildred asks Jean multiple times to repeat what the waitress said 
because she couldn’t hear her.  Jean becomes very angry and says that if 
Mildred wants to hear other people from now on she will have to wear 
her hearing aid. Jean says that she will no longer be taking Mildred out 
in public or allowing people to come visit Mildred at home until Mildred 
starts wearing her hearing aid regularly. 



Noticing and interpreting

Julie has purchased a vintage sports car as a “present to herself” for her 
75th birthday.  She recently got a parking ticket for parking at an expired 
meter after she forgot to go out and plug the meter while she was 
having lunch with her friends. Julie’s son, Martin, expresses that he 
thinks this means that Julie is no longer able to drive alone and takes the 
car from her (“for her own safety”) and keeps it for himself. 



Noticing and interpreting

Marsha and Rick have been married for thirty years.  Marsha has 
recently experienced persistent bladder control problems.  Rick belittles 
Marsha for this in front of their children and friends, joking that he is 
going to have to start forcing her to wear diapers like a little baby if she 
doesn’t stop peeing everywhere.  Marsha has told Rick that she is 
extremely embarrassed about the issue and has asked him to stop 
talking about the issue in front of others. Rick tells her she is being “too 
sensitive” and continues to escalate the joking.



Noticing and interpreting

Max goes to visit his widowed mother, Mona, to find that Mona is now 
living with a significantly younger man, Brad, that she met on a dating 
site for seniors on the internet. Although Mona and Brad have only been 
dating a short time, Mona tells Max that she wishes to put Brad’s name 
on the property title so that he can stay in the home in the event that 
something happens to her. Max has also learned that Mona has added 
Brad’s name to her bank accounts and her credit cards.  Max expresses 
that he is worried that Brad is manipulating Mona and is only using her 
for her money.  Mona says that she loves Brad and is an adult and can 
do with her money what she chooses.  If Max doesn’t like it, too bad-he 
doesn’t have to come around anymore.       



Complicating potential “harm”

Physical harm

Psychological 
harm

Emotional 
harm

Social harm

Cultural 
harm

Spiritual 
harm



Complicating potential “harm”

Attempts to increase safety 
(reduce harm) in some areas…

…can result in decreased safety 
(increased harm) in other areas



Conflicting perspectives

Older 
adult Bystander

Don’t assume that what you think is 
the most important “harm” to 

address is the most important harm 
from the perspective of the older 

adult



Small group exercise

In the previous scenarios brainstorm:

What specific forms of 
harm (if any) are 
present from the 
perspective of a 

potential bystander?

What specific forms of 
harm (if any) are 

potentially present from 
the perspective of the 

older adult?



Knowing what to do

• In your small group, pick one of the previous scenarios that 
you collectively rated as at least somewhat concerning

• Then, brainstorm ALL of the possible actions that a potential 
bystander could take.   



Effective helping
• Is based on an assessment of the unique contexts and 

circumstances of the particular situation

• Weighs the potential benefits and risks of a range of possible 
alternative actions 

• Minimizes risks for both the person in need of help as well as 
potential risks to the helper

• Does not assume passivity on the part of the person in need 
and considers the strategies that people are already using to 
promote their safety in the domains that are most important 
to them



Effective helping
• Utilizes numbers and enlists others

• Others are more likely to intervene when they see that 
someone else has identified the situation as concerning 
(challenges pluralistic ignorance)

• Others are more likely to assume responsibility to act when 
they see that others are taking action too (challenges 
diffusion of responsibility) 

• When multiple people act, it reduces the potential risks to 
any one individual helper



Effective helping

• Does not contain negative self messages for the person 
receiving help

• Does not conflict with the values of the person receiving help

• Does not create (or exacerbate) power imbalances

• Promotes the values, preferences, and priorities of the person 
in need of help 



Remember…

• What constitutes effective helping in one situation may 
actually escalate harm in another situation

• Harm and safety are not dichotomous states…they are 
constantly shifting



Selecting an action

• Based on what you know about effective helping (and factors 
that impede effective helping), go back to the list of possible 
actions that your group has identified

• What action would you recommend that a potential 
bystander undertake in this situation and why? 



Take home messages

• You don’t have to go it alone! 

• If you are unsure about the potential harm an older adult is 
facing (and what potential actions you can take to support 
someone you are concerned about), utilize the resources in 
your community to consult and learn more
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