
To Help or Not to Help: Facilitating Pro-
Social Bystander Behavior

FACE IT: Elder Abuse Happens-Community of 
Practice Taking Action Conference



Considering the following….



Richard Simmons
Cops Visit Fitness Guru Richard Simmons After 
Elder Abuse Claims
(Toronto Sun, January 25, 2016)



What is a bystander? 
Individuals who witness:

Emergencies

Criminal events (or 
situations that could lead 
to criminal events)

Situations that have the 
potential to lead to 
physical, emotional, or 
psychological pain, harm or 
discomfort



Bystander
AND by their 
presence have 
the opportunity 
to either: 

Provide 
assistance 
(positive)

Do nothing
(neutral)

Actively facilitate 
the continuation 
of the risk
(negative)

(Moynihan, Eckstein, Banyard, & Plante, 2010)



Kitty Genovese case (1964)



Key things implied by case

Community

Effective 
actionVoyeurism

Focus on 
neighbors
(people should 
have cared)

Focus on 
prolonged 
watching
(people 
shouldn’t 
have 
watched)

Focus on inaction 
(knowing what to 
do should have 
been easy and 
obvious…people 
should have done 
something)

Why did “good people” stand by and do nothing? 

(Manning, 
Levine, & 
Collins, 2007)



Possible answers provided by…
Religion and philosophy 
(morality & ethics)

Law and public policy
(Good and Bad 
Samaritan laws; 
mandatory reporting 
laws)



Possible answers provided by…

Social psychology



Situational determinants

Latane & Darley (1970) 
Bystander intervention decision tree

If failure 
occurs at 
any one of 
these five 
steps, a 
person will 
not 
intervene

Successful 
bystander 
intervention 
training for your 
specific setting 
involves increasing 
individuals’ 
capacities in each 
of these five areas



Step 1: Notice the event

People 
can’t 
intervene if 
they don’t 
first notice 
that 
something 
is out of the 
ordinary

Our 
awareness 
(or lack 
thereof) 
impacts our 
ability to 
notice

Individuals need to know the signs that something is “out of the 
ordinary” AND they need to be attuned to paying attention 

(minimized distractions)



Step 2: Interpret the event as an 
emergency

Sometimes even 
when we notice 
something “out of 
the ordinary” is 
happening, we 
may not realize or 
interpret that it is 
an emergency that 
requires our 
intervention

It’s not just enough 
to notice-we have to 
correctly read and 
interpret the signs as 
reflecting potential 
danger



Pluralistic ignorance

When bystanders assume nothing is wrong because no one else 
around them looks concerned



Cultural diversity
Research has 
documented 
variations across 
racial-ethnic 
groups regarding 
what specific 
behaviors 
constitute “elder 
abuse” 

(Enguidanos, 
Deliema, Aguilar, 
Lambrinos, & Wilbur, 
2014; Moon, 2000)

For example, Hispanic elders are more likely 
to construct isolating and ignoring older 

family members as abusive (and characterize 
this as painful as physical abuse)



Contextual ambiguity  
Intent of the 

person involved

Circumstantial 
factors 

Nature of the 
act itself

Availability of 
alternative 

actions

Research has shown 
that deciding 
whether or not to 
construct a behavior 
as “abusive” older 
adults consider: 

(Moon, 2000)



Step 3:  Assume responsibility
Simply 
noticing 
that 
something 
is wrong 
and 
interpreting 
it as 
requiring 
action isn’t 
enough

We have to 
also assume 
responsibility 
that it is our 
job to do 
something to 
help



Diffusion of responsibility 
Each 
individual 
bystander’s 
sense of 
responsibility 
to act 
decreases as 
the number of 
other 
bystanders 
increases

(Latane & Darley, 1970)

People are actually more likely to take 
responsibility to help when they are alone
(bystander effect) 



Barriers to assuming responsibility
Diffusion of 

responsibility 
(someone else will do it)

Presumption 
that others have 

already 
intervened

Cultural norms 
(“it’s none of my 

business”)

Minimization
(“its not that 

bad”)

Judgment
(“they put 

themselves in 
this situation”)

Importance of assuming responsibility regardless of the presumed 
responsibility of others to act



Limits to the bystander effect
Diffusion of 
responsibility 
is strongest 
when there is 
anonymity 
among 
bystanders

(Gottlieb & 
Carver, 1980)

Bystanders 
who think they 
will have to see 
the other 
bystanders 
(and/or the 
person in need 
of help) again 
are more likely 
to act than 
those who 
believe they 
will not 



Accountability
This suggests that 
when bystanders 
perceive they are 
potentially going to 
have to be 
accountable to 
others for their 
inaction in the 
future, they are 
more likely to act



Step 4: Know appropriate forms of 
assistance

Assuming 
responsibility 
in and of itself 
is not enough 
to ensure that 
we will take 
action

To take 
action we 
have to 
know what 
action 
should be 
taken



Evaluating our capacity

Knowledge of 
what needs to be 
done isn’t enough 
in and of itself…

We have to 
believe that we 
are capable and 
be confident that 
we have the 
necessary skills 
and abilities to 
implement 
effective action



Step 5: Implement the decision to act



From knowing to doing

Even if we know 
what action needs 
to be taken (and 
believe that we 
are capable of 
undertaking it), 
there are multiple 
reasons why we 
still might not 
decide to act



Social exchange theory

Individuals weigh the possible costs and rewards when deciding 
whether to act; action will only occur if the potential rewards of 

acting outweigh the potential costs



Rewards of helping

It alleviates my 
guilt and 
discomfort at 
watching people 
suffer 

(and I don’t like 
to feel 
uncomfortable!)

It feels good!

Makes me 
feel better 
about 
myself

I’m hoping 
you might 
help me in 
the future if I 
need it
(reciprocity)Makes 

others feel 
better 
about me



Costs of helping
It might 
put me in 
danger

It might be 
inconvenient

It might 
take too 
much 
time 
(or 
money)

I might be 
embarrassed 
or 
uncomfortable

My help 
might be 
rejected

It might 
harm my 
relationships 
with others



Example

A Canadian 
experiment found 
that both men and 
women were more 
likely to return 
dropped mittens 
than a dropped 
box of condoms

(McDonald & McKelvie, 
1992)

Embarrassment (possible cost) is a 
deterrent to helping



Empathy

The ability to put 
ourselves in someone 
else’s shoes

Understanding 
someone else’s 
experiences from 
their point of view 
(rather than your 
own)

Experiencing emotions and events the way others 
experience them



Empathy-altruism hypothesis

When we feel empathy for someone, we want to help them for 
purely altruistic reasons (even if we have nothing to gain)

If we don’t feel empathy, then social exchange (costs/benefits) 
factors more strongly



Empathy-altruism hypothesis

Observe 
someone in need

Feel empathy

Help regardless 
of the costs to 

me

Don’t feel 
empathy

Help if only there 
is a benefit to me 

and low cost



In group effect

Research has 
shown that we are 
more likely to help 
people we perceive 
to be “like us” 



Example

An experiment with 
Manchester United fans 
showed that when 
confronted with an 
individual who fell and 
shouted out in pain, 
they were more likely to 
help individuals wearing 
Manchester United t-
shirts than individuals in 
plain shirts (second 
most likely) and those in 
Liverpool shirts (least 
likely) 

(Levine, Prosser, Evans, & Reicher, 
2005)



Positive mood effect

Research has shown 
that being in a 
positive mood 
promotes helping 
because when we 
are in a good mood 
we tend to be 
optimist and believe 
the best in others



Example
An 
experiment 
had 
individuals 
either smile 
(or not 
smile) at 
people who 
walked by

Later an 
individual in 
the research 
dropped 
their things 
and needed 
assistance 

The individuals who had been smiled at were significantly 
more likely to help the person who dropped their things 

than the individuals who were not smiled at

(Gueguen & 
De Gail, 
2013)



So….
Confidence

High benefit

Low cost

Empathy

Perceived 
likeness

Good mood

Knowledge alone is not enough to move a person to action…a 
person has to actively decide to act 

(and that decision is based on multiple factors)



When our help is rejected

Even if we 
successfully 
move through 
all stages of 
Latane and 
Darley’s model, 
our efforts to 
help may 
ultimately be 
rejected



Equity theory

Individuals 
strive to 
maintain equity 
in relationships 
and become 
uncomfortable 
when it is 
perceived the 
relationship is 
inequitable

Suggests that people have negative reactions to 
help when it creates an imbalance in the 

relationship between the help giver and receiver

(Aronson, 
Wilson, Akert, 
& Fehr, 1999)



Self-esteem

Negative 
reactions to 
attempts to 
help are more 
likely when 
they contain a 
negative self-
message for 
the recipient

Aid is perceived as self-threatening or self-
supporting



Values

Negative reactions to attempts to help are more 
likely when the action conflicts with the values 

of the recipient 

For example, if a core 
value of the recipient is 
maintenance of family 
bonds, any action which is 
seen to potentially 
threaten that value may be 
met with negativity



Recap
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 



Implications for elder abuse 
prevention and intervention



Knowledge

Education 
regarding the 
signs and 
dynamics of elder 
abuse

Education about 
laws, policies, and 
procedures 
governing elder 
abuse 

Education about family violence and 
domestic violence 



Cultivating empathy

Education about 
signs of abuse 
alone is not 
enough

We also need 
interventions 
that will reduce 
other barriers to 
pro-social 
bystander 
behavior

Promoting empathy is key to motivating 
action



Barriers to empathy in care settings

Lack of time to 
build relationships

Focus on tasks 
rather than 
process and 
relationship 
building

Emphasis on 
professionalism 
marked by 
professional 
distance and 
boundaries

(Strandberg, Eklund, 
& Manthrope, 2012)

Organizational 
structures



Pairing empathy with knowledge
Systematic review of 
training interventions 
found that those which 
combined empathy 
building with knowledge 
components were 
significantly more likely 
to be successful in 
changing attitudes 
about older adults than 
those which focused 
solely on knowledge 
building 

69% which included empathy building were 
successful compared to only 27% which 

focused on knowledge alone (Griffiths, Cox, et al, 
2013)



In-group identification  

Allegiance to 
one’s own 

family 

Allegiance to one’s 
co-workers and 

colleagues

Allegiance with the 
older adult

“Triple loyalty conflicts” 

(Strandberg, Eklund, & Manthrope, 2012)



Implications 
In care settings, 
“in-group” 
identification among 
workers may make it 
difficult for co-workers 
to take action to 
address abusive 
behaviors on the part 
of their colleagues

“In-group” 
identification may also 
make it hard for family 
members to address 
the behavior of other 
family members

Building empathy helps to lessen “in-group” and 
“out-group” divisions which may inhibit action



Facilitating receptiveness to help

Efforts to “help” 
which reflect 
notions that the 
older adult is 
incompetent, 
incapable, naïve, 
or in need of 
“saving” are likely 
to be received 
negatively 

For example, research has shown that some older 
adults are afraid of being placed in a care facility 

against their will if it is suspected that they are being 
abused

(Enguidanos, 
Deliema, Aguilar, 
Lambrinos, & 
Wilbur, 2014)



Cultivating community responsibility 

Education 
regarding 
bystander 
behavior can help 
individuals to 
better understand 
the impediments 
to action and 
increase their 
confidence in 
their ability to 
take effective 
actionWe are all potential bystanders and we can 

all potentially make a difference! 



Elder abuse bystander resources…
A beginning

• Gilhooly, M. et al (2016). Financial elder abuse through the lens of the 
bystander intervention model. Public Policy & Aging Report, 26(1), 5-11. 

• Gilhooly, M. et al (2013). Framing the detection of financial elder abuse as 
bystander intervention: Decision cues, pathways to detection, and barriers 
to action. Journal of Adult Protection, 15(2), 54-68. 

• Blakely, B.E., & Dolon, R. (1998). A test of public reactions to alleged elder 
abuse. Journal of Elder Abuse and Neglect, 9(4), 43-65. 

• Fennell, K. (2016). Call of duty: An exploration of the factors influencing 
NHS professionals to report adult protection concerns. Journal of Adult 
Protection, 18 (3), 161-171.



Elder abuse bystander resources…
A beginning

• Sherr, M.E., & Ellor, J.W. (2009). Elder mistreatment and the church: 
Potential roles for helping professionals and congregants. Social Work and 
Christianity, 36(1), 14-35. 

• Enguidanos, S.M., Deliema, M., Aguilar, I., Lambrinos, J., & Wilbur, K. 
(2014). Multicultural voices:  Attitudes of older adults in the United States 
of American about elder mistreatment. Aging & Society, 34(5), 877-903. 

• Moon, A. (2000). Perceptions of elder abuse among various cultural 
groups: Similarities and differences. Generations, 24(2), 75-80. 

• Henry, B.W., Ozier, A.D., & Johnson, A. (2011). Empathetic responses and 
attitudes about older adults: How experience with the aging game 
measures up. Educational Gerontology, 37, 924-941. 
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