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The Reputable Bystander: The Importance of Reputation in Bystander Intervention. 

The presence of others decreases the likelihood that an individual will help a person in need, 

moreover, it increases the response times of bystanders who do decide to intervene (Latané & 

Darley, 1968). This classic bystander effect has been a well-researched topic for over forty 

years, became well known through anecdotal evidence, and has been frequently showcased in 

the media. For instance, Latané and Darley (1968) were the first to study the negative effect 

of the presence of others on helping- or intervention behavior, after a news report stated that a 

young nurse (Kitty Genovese) was violently raped and murdered, while supposedly none of 

the 38 people who witnessed the horrific event intervened or helped the woman (these 

reports, however, have later been criticized for inaccuracy: For a more detailed review on this 

specific case, see Manning, Levine, & Collins, 2007). Because the bystander effect was 

replicated across many different situations (see Latané & Nida, 1981), it became known as 

one of the most robust social phenomena in psychology (Manning et al., 2007), and was often 

seen as universal. Recent developments, however, suggest that the presence of bystanders 

does not always negatively influence helping (see, e.g., Levine & Crowther, 2008; Fischer et 

al., 2011). To fully understand the bystander effect, and perhaps battle the negative impact it 

can have on society, I propose it is a particularly fruitful endeavor to research instances in 

which the presence of others does not diminish helping.  

In the current thesis I will propose and empirically test that the presence of others 

does not always cause the bystander effect to occur, and sometimes, the presence of others 

may even increase helping. In the introduction of this thesis I will review previous research 

on the bystander effect and reason why especially reputation may be important in attenuating 

and understanding the bystander effect.  
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The Bystander Effect and Crime 

Inspired by the case of Kitty Genovese, Latané and Darley, (1968) set up a series of 

studies for which they staged emergencies: For instance, in one study participants heard a 

woman fall; another study had participants witness a staged beer theft in a liquor shop; and in 

the last study, participants thought a person was having seizures. In these studies, the 

presence of bystanders was manipulated often by the presence of a (passive) confederate to 

the researcher. These studies were the first in a long line of research which showed time and 

time again that in many situations individuals are less likely to help if others were present and 

also less quick to come to aid when measuring response times (for an overview of studies see, 

Latane & Nida, 1981; Fischer et al., 2011).  

One would think that due to the criminal nature of the event which sparked research 

into the bystander effect, and the nature of one of the first studies on bystander intervention 

(theft), the bystander effect would obtain a central role in criminological literature. 

Surprisingly few experimental studies have, however, been conducted within the field of 

criminology which try to address whether or not witnesses of a crime intervene (Hollis-Peel, 

Reynald, Bavel, Elffers, & Welsh, 2011) .  

Certainly, this does not mean that bystanders are completely ignored in criminological 

literature. One of the core theories to describe and understand criminal behavior, namely 

Routine Activity Theory (RAT; Cohen & Felson, 1979) even holds the bystander, or 

“guardian” as one of the three key proponents. The theory holds that for crime to take place, 

three elements need to converge: First, for crime to occur it is necessary that there is a 

motivated offender: A person who is willing to break a law, in order to obtain a goal. 

Secondly, there needs to be a suitable target. This target could be anything another person 

wants, like a valuable object, but also a victim someone wants to assault, or even a window 

someone wants to break. Lastly, the absence of a capable guardian is needed. This guardian 
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can be anyone who is nearby and capable of stopping the crime. The informal guardian or 

general passerby is the foremost important actor to prevent the crime from happening or 

escalating, because formal guardians are often much fewer in number. 

 In theory, the mere presence of a guardian can already prevent a crime from taking 

place. If the presence of others prevents a motivated offender, this is called preventive 

guardianship. However, sometimes even though there is a guardian, crimes still take place. In 

that case the “repressive guardian” or active bystander can be the first to respond and stop the 

situation from escalating. However, just like research on the bystander effect, research into 

repressive guardianship shows that people often fail to do so (Reynald, 2009). In this 

dissertation I will try to better understand the bystander effect and hope to gain insights in 

how to utilize the tremendous potential of informal guardians when it comes to stopping or 

deescalating crime. 

The Bystander Effect in Everyday Life 

It is likely as a consequence of the early bystander studies, and the Kitty Genovese 

case that sparked the research, that the bystander effect is often seen as something that only 

happens in severe emergencies. However, research has indicated that it happens in many 

aspects of people’s social lives. For instance, when people are asked to give a donation to 

charity (Garcia, Weaver, Darley, & Spence, 2009), but also when a person drops coins or 

pencils (Latané & Dabbs, 1975; Van den Bos, Müller, & Van Bussel, 2009) or has a flat tire 

(Hurley & Allen, 1974), and even for such trivial behaviors such as answering the door (Levy 

et al., 1972), bystander presence diminishes the probability that an individual will behave 

prosocially. Additionally, there are findings which are consistent with the bystander effect on 

a macro-level, as strangers are helped more in relatively less crowded rural areas than in 

relatively more crowded urban areas (Steblay, 1987). 
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Intriguingly, now that much of human interaction takes place via digital media, such 

as chat rooms, forums, e-mail and other forms of digital communication, the bystander effect 

was also found to influence prosocial behavior on the internet. For instance, Markey (2000) 

found that people were slower to help others in a chat room, and Voelpel, Eckhoff, and 

Forster (2008) discovered a correlation showing that the presence of others diminishes the 

speed and likelihood that people would share knowledge on a forum. Inspired by these 

findings, in several chapters throughout this dissertation, I investigate the role of the 

bystander effect in giving social support on a forum, on which I manipulate the virtual 

presence of others.  

The virtual bystander effect shows that bystanders do not have to be physically 

present in order to decrease prosocial behavior. Moreover, research shows that merely 

thinking about being in a group can cause the bystander effect to occur. If people are primed 

with a social context (such as thinking about visiting a restaurant or movie theatre in a large 

group), people are less likely to help at an unrelated task, like giving donations to charity 

(Garcia, Weaver, Moskowitz, & Darley, 2002). In short, there is ample evidence to support 

the notion that the bystander effect is a very robust phenomenon (Latané & Nida, 1981).  

Exceptions to the Bystander Effect 

Despite the robustness of the bystander effect phenomenon, some recent studies have 

brought into light that there are situations in which the bystander effect is less likely to occur. 

These studies, however, are relatively rare and have only started to uncover some potential 

moderators for the bystander effect (see Latane & Nida, 1981). For instance, when the 

situation is less ambiguous, and it is clear that someone is in dire need, the bystander effect is 

less pronounced (Clark & Word, 1974; Harari, Harari, & White, 1985). This suggests that the 

severity of the outcome and the amount of danger for the victim may play an important role 

in the decision to help or not. Recent research, however, shows that the presence of danger 
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for the helper also diminishes the bystander effect. For instance, when a “bicycle thief” looks 

fierce, people actually stopped the thief more in the presence of others than when the thief 

looks harmless (Fischer & Greitemeyer, 2013). This may be rooted in the notion that people 

sometimes feel there is safety in numbers. Indeed, a meta-analysis shows that the more 

dangerous a situation is, the less pronounced the bystander effect becomes (Fischer et al., 

2011).  

Besides the danger of a situation, it also became clear that the bystander effect is less 

pronounced when the other bystanders are friends, instead of strangers. In one of the classic 

bystander effect studies, Latané and Darley (1969) asked participants to stay in a waiting 

room alone, with a friend, or with a stranger (passive confederate). While participants were 

waiting they heard the sound of a woman falling and moaning in agony for over two minutes, 

in an adjacent room. In this study, people who were alone helped significantly more than 

people who were with strangers; however, those who were with a friend helped just as much. 

Recent studies have replicated this effect and shown that if there is a salient shared group 

identity with the other bystanders, and this group identity is congruent with the helping 

behavior (such as students helping in a psychology lab, versus donating money), the 

bystander effect sometimes even reverses (Levine, Cassidy, & Jentzsch, 2010).  

Modeling the Bystander Effect 

 Certainly, with such a long tradition of studying the bystander effect, some research 

has been done to understand the underlying psychological processes. In general, three 

processes are often considered responsible for the bystander effect. The first process, 

diffusion of responsibility, seems very important in understanding the effect, and is found to 

mediate the decrease in prosocial behavior caused by the presence of others. It refers to the 

tendency to shift responsibility to the other bystanders (Latané & Nida, 1981). The process is 

closely related to social loafing, which is the tendency of people to put in less effort towards 
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completing a task when working in a group compared to working alone (Latané, Williams, & 

Harkins, 1979). The focus of responsibility becomes blurred as no single person can be held 

responsible for the outcome. In short, the more bystanders present, the less personal 

responsibility a person experiences. 

 The second process, social influence, refers to the notion that people rely on other 

people’s reactions during ambiguous situations to define the situation and the appropriate 

behavior (Latané & Darley, 1970). Possibly, the situations that were staged to participants in 

classic bystander effect studies do not happen often in real life, and thus they may have been 

novel experiences for participants. Indeed, social learning theory indicates that precisely in 

such situations people learn the appropriate behavior by observing and imitating the behavior 

of others (Bandura, 1977). This sometimes leads to a related process, namely pluralistic 

ignorance (Latané & Nida, 1981), which does not clearly distinguish between two distinct 

outcomes: It could lead people not only to misinterpret the situation as one that does not 

require action (there is no problem), but it can also lead people to think that inaction is the 

preferred norm even though they interpret the situation correctly (cf., Shotland & Straw, 

1976) 

The third process is often referred to as evaluation apprehension (Schwartz & 

Gottlieb, 1976) or audience inhibition (Latané & Darley, 1970). This process means that 

people may fear that other bystanders evaluate their behavior negatively. They fear to make 

mistakes and look incompetent in the eyes of the observers. In some situations people may 

also be afraid to intervene because they are not sure if intervention is necessary (Tice & 

Baumeister, 1985). And in some cases they may feel that they are seen as the instigator of the 

misfortune when they decide to help (Cacioppo, Petty, & Losch, 1986).  

These processes are related to Latané and Darley’s (1970) decision tree which 

describes which steps bystanders have to take before they finally intervene. The tree has five 
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consecutive steps, and at each step the presence of bystanders decreases the likelihood that 

one reaches the next step. The first step is noticing the situation. Certainly, when there are 

more people, there are more distractors and the field of vision can simply be blocked making 

it less likely for people to see there is something wrong (see, Reynalds, 2009). The second 

step is to correctly interpret the situation as one that requires action. Certainly, this is 

complicated by the presence due to the process of social influence and pluralistic ignorance 

(Mason & Allen, 1976; Solomon, Solomon, & Stone, 1978; Fischer, Greitemeyer, Pollozek, 

& Frey, 2006). The third step in the model is about assuming responsibility to intervene. 

However, the presence of others diffuses the feeling of responsibility, making it – once again 

– less likely for people to successfully reach the next step. The fourth step is to decide what 

type of help to give. Social influence could potentially change the type of help given because 

the perceived norms of correct intervention may be twisted, moreover it may reduce the 

intended quality as help due to social loafing. However, to our knowledge there are no studies 

that directly research the influence of bystander presence of the quality of help. The last step 

is to actually implement the type of action or help. Here the process of evaluation 

apprehension causes bystanders to negatively influence the completion of the step. 

Related to the five step model, the “arousal cost-reward model” postulates that in 

order for people to decide whether they act or not in a situation in which help is required, is 

based on an (implicit) calculation of (originally emotional) costs versus benefits (Dovidio, 

Piliavin, Gaertner, Schroeder, & Clark, 1991). In this view one could think of the bystander 

effect as a type of social dilemma in which people quickly and implicitly estimate the costs of 

intervention (e.g., risk of embarrassment and injury, time) and non-intervention (e.g., guilt 

and shame), but also in which they estimate the benefits of intervention (e.g., relief of 

negative emotional state, achieving some common good) and non-intervention (not having to 

pay the cost for intervention). The idea is that people act when the benefits for the action 
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outweigh the costs, thus when the benefits are larger for a person, it is more likely this person 

will intervene (see also Diekmann, 1985; Weesie, 1993). This model also explains why 

people are less likely to help when others are around, because, for instance, aforementioned 

processes such as diffusion of responsibility make the costs for non-intervention (i.e. guilt) 

less big as the burden of action did not solely lie on one person.   

To summarize, research on the bystander effect has until the last decade mostly 

focused on when and why people in the presence of others fail to take action when it is 

needed (Fischer & Greitemeyer, 2013; Fischer et al., 2011, 2006; Garcia et al., 2009; Levine 

et al., 2010; Levine & Crowther, 2008). Only more recently, the trend emerged to study and 

understand which processes can overcome the bystander effect and even may drive people to 

intervene more in the presence of others. I propose that reputation is such a process. In the 

following section I will reason why specifically reputation concern can change the influence 

of the presence on others on prosocial behavior such as helping and intervening during crime 

or accidents. 

Making a Bad Impression 

People constantly try to manage the impressions others may form of them, because 

people are often treated based on these impressions (Leary & Kowalski, 1986). People have 

different motivations to engage in impression management behaviors, such as enhancing their 

self-esteem, but also to make sure one will obtain desired outcomes from social interactions 

while avoiding undesired outcome. Certainly, undesired outcomes could be losing face, 

looking incompetent, or generally being seen as an unlikeable person. There is a broad range 

of positive outcomes, which even entail getting a higher salary. For instance, employees 

would likely want their boss to see them as competent, so they may get a raise (Engelhard, 

Van der Wal, & Van Vugt, 2013). The desired outcomes of social interaction can also be less 

material, like friendship, love, and power. As one of the most basic psychological needs 
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people have is to form and maintain lasting, positive, and significant interpersonal 

relationships (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), it is not surprising that impression management 

and reputation are strong motivators of human behavior.  

The process of evaluation apprehension clearly is related to impression management 

(see also, Leary & Kowalski, 1986). However, studies on this process have mostly focused on 

the negative aspect of helping on reputation. For instance, in a study where participants were 

led to believe that a fellow participants may have been chocking on a donut, it was found that 

people were less likely to respond if they were high in masculinity (Tice & Baumeister, 

1985). The authors concluded that this may have happened because people high in 

masculinity are more prone to fear embarrassment and lose of poise. This is related to the 

aforementioned finding that the bystander effect is less pronounced when someone is clearly 

in dire need. In a study by Clarke and Word (1972), participants were much faster to 

intervene when a person who fell cried out in agony than when he did not. Moreover, the 

authors concluded that because the situation became more ambiguous when the person in 

need did not cry for help, the participants in the group conditions were less likely to intervene 

and responded slower than those in the alone condition. However, by screaming the situation 

did not only become less ambiguous, but also seemed more severe. Consequently, with this 

study it was impossible to distinguish the role of reputation with that of severity: The increase 

in intervention behaviors when the situation was clear, could have been driven by the notion 

that embarrassment for unnecessary intervention was less likely, thus people would be less 

concerned about losing poise and getting a bad reputation. On the other hand, it simply could 

have been driven by the notion that people are more likely to help in severe situations 

because the stakes are higher (cf. Fischer et al., 2011), or even that the situation is so clear 

that pluralistic ignorance is not possible (Clark & Word, 1974).  
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  Another study about the relation between bystander intervention and reputation also 

focused on obtaining a bad reputation due to helping (Cacioppo et al., 1986). In two studies, 

Cacioppo and colleagues asked participants to take the perspective of a helper or as an 

arriving bystander while someone was already helping. For instance, in one study, 

participants were asked to imagine that a person with crutches was lying on the floor, and a 

helper would help that person up. They found that participants who imagined that they were 

the helper, were afraid to be seen by others as being responsible for the plight of the fallen 

person. This was even more so when other bystanders were around. For instance, they feared 

that (incoming) bystanders would think that the participant pushed the person with crutches 

and that this was the reason that – out of all the people present – they were the ones to help, 

and not someone else. Moreover, in the same study they found evidence to suggest that 

people taking the perspective of newly arriving bystanders indeed made this assumption: 

When participants imagined that they would stumble upon a person who was helping 

someone up, in the presence of others, they thought this person would likely be the cause of 

the misfortune in the first place. This so called confusion of responsibility clearly indicates 

that people may be afraid to help because they will obtain a bad reputation, especially in the 

presence of others.  

 In short, the presence of others sometimes disinhibits people from helping because 

they are afraid to form a bad impression (Cacioppo et al., 1986; Tice & Baumeister, 1985). 

Up until now, research only focused on taking away this fear by making the situation less 

ambiguous (e.g., Clark & Word, 1972). The fear of making a bad impression plays a key role 

throughout the dissertation, however, in Chapter 5 specifically, there are two studies that look 

into taking away this fear, not by changing the clarity of the situation, but by directly 

measuring the differences in response rates between more and less inhibited people.  

Making a Good Impression 
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People are not only concerned with making a bad impression. They also like to 

proactively make good impressions. This has many benefits for the prosocial individual: 

Certainly, helping someone can be directly reciprocated. When you help a person in need, 

they can give you a reward, like money, flowers, or even friendship. However, the process of 

indirect reciprocity may have a much bigger impact on a potential helper. Indirect reciprocity 

refers to the idea that the proscocial behavior of individuals can be reciprocated even though 

the helper and person in need may never meet again. This happens because showing prosocial 

behavior demonstrates to others who witness it, or later hear of it, that one is a valuable 

community member. In the long run, this holds many benefits such as people being more 

likely to cooperate with the helper (e.g., Nowak & Sigmund, 1998).  

For instance, in the aforementioned example of employees wanting to obtain a higher 

salary, the employees could choose to work harder and perform well on the job itself. This 

certainly would make their boss think of them as highly competent and valuable. Research 

has shown, however, that particularly prosocial behaviors are excellent at making a good 

impression: People who engage in organizational citizenship behaviors, such as helping out 

in the organization with things that do not directly fit the job description are rewarded higher 

status and salary (Engelhard et al., 2013). Indeed, prosocial behaviors such as being 

charitable are associated with many valuable outcomes, such as gaining higher status in a 

group, being more often chosen as a cooperation partner (Hardy & Van Vugt, 2006) and may 

even lead to being seen as a more attractive mating partner (Jensen-Campbell, Graziano, & 

West, 1995). Combined with the cost-reward perspective on helping, one could think that 

people would even help more in the presence of others, because with the same act of kindness 

or even heroicness one can make a good impression on many. Without bystanders, only one 

person would be impressed.  
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 Indeed, there is research that shows that people directly use helping as a form of 

reputation management when people are watching. For instance, people who believe that 

there is a negative stereotype of stinginess about their in-group, may try to disprove this 

stereotype by being more charitable (Hopkins et al., 2007). But in the literature about the 

bystander effect there is very little evidence that helping may be used to obtain or bolster a 

good reputation. Latané and Rodin (1969) found that when people were paired with a friend, 

the bystander effect would be less strong. They suggested that because friends would more 

often talk with each other about a course of action, they would less likely misinterpret each 

other’s actions and consequently, confusion of responsibility or potential embarrassment 

would be less likely. This finding is, however, also useful to understand that helping can be 

used for a good reputation: Latané and Darley (1970) suggested that friends act this way 

because they want to protect the high opinion they have of each other. Indeed, in one study 

(Gottlieb & Carver, 1980) participants believe they were having a discussion via an intercom 

system with fellow participants they would either later meet for a face-to-face discussion, or 

who they would never have an interaction with again. During the discussion (via an intercom 

system) – with either multiple fellow participants or just one – a confederate would make 

chocking noises via the intercom. When participants were led to believe they would later see 

their fellow discussants, they were quicker to intervene; moreover, the bystander effect 

became less pronounced (in terms of reaction times). This study suggests that people could 

use helping to make a good impression on people they will later meet. However, in this study 

the results could also be interpreted in terms of being interdependent with the victim 

(especially in the alone condition), because the chocking victim would be a later discussion 

partner. This makes it less clear if the faster response times in the future interaction condition 

are truly attributable to reputation concerns.  
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 To summarize, although most bystander effect situations have ample opportunity for 

people to engage in impression management or even bolster a good reputation, people mostly 

perceive it as a lose-lose situation, and do not see what they can gain out of helping. This may 

be because people are afraid to stand out (when the situation is very ambiguous), or 

conversely they do not feel they stand out enough, and are not aware that their behavior has 

consequences for how others perceive them (see, Prentice-Dunn & Rogers, 1982). In Chapter 

2 and Chapter 3, this assumption will be empirically tested by making people more aware of 

these consequences, using different cues in the immediate environment.  

The Current Dissertation 

There is much research on the bystander effect, but impression management and 

reputation have received very little attention. Reputation can be a double edged sword in that 

it can withhold people from intervening because they are afraid to leave a bad impression on 

the other bystanders, but it can also increase intervention as acting prosocial can leave a good 

impression and could have many positive consequences. In the current dissertation, four 

empirical chapters focus on this twofold role of reputation in understanding whether people 

intervene or not in the presence of others. And, perhaps more importantly, they focus on how 

our understanding of the role of reputation in the bystander effect can be used to increase 

bystander intervention.  

Chapter 2. In two experiments the hypothesis was tested that people will help more 

in the presence of others if they are reminded that their behavior has consequences for their 

reputation. Participants were reminded of this by introducing accountability cues, which are 

small cues that make people feel more identifiable (Prentice-Dunn & Rogers, 1982). In this 

chapter the bystander effect took place on an online forum. Participants read messages of 

persons in distress and were allowed to reply or move on. We manipulated the number of 

visitors (0 or 30) on the forum in order to create ‘virtual bystanders’. Both studies revealed 
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that without an accountability cue, people were less likely to give social support on a forum 

when others were present. However, by introducing two distinct types of accountability cues 

people became more likely to provide social support in the presence of others, when they 

were objectively more visible (Study 2.1) or merely felt more visible (Study 2.2).  

Chapter 3. This chapter extended the findings of the second chapter to a situation 

closely resembling some of the more classic bystander effect studies. In this chapter 

participants were exposed to a theft, in the presence of either zero or two other bystanders. 

For this situation it was more clear that intervention was necessary and it was also somewhat 

risky for the bystander to intervene. This can sometimes change how the bystander effect 

transpires (see, Fischer et al., 2011). However, one line of reasoning inherent to this chapter 

was that, especially because the behavior could be seen as truly heroic, people who are 

reminded of their reputation may intervene more when there are people present to view their 

heroic act. The accountability cue to achieve this was in this study more naturalistic, as it was 

the presence of a security camera. This additionally gave us some – much needed – insight in 

how the ever more popular presence of such cameras influences behavior of non-criminals. In 

summary, the study gave some additional insight into how reminders of reputation may 

change the way people behave in a bystander effect type of situation, and that people may 

indeed utilize the situation to display their heroism to the other bystanders.  

Chapter 4. This chapter focused on the role of reputation in the bystander effect, by 

means of social exclusion. This chapter was a first investigation of whether the bystander 

effect is partially driven by inclusionary needs, or that it occurs independently, above and 

beyond those needs. In this chapter I provided reasoning for two competing hypotheses: First, 

from an empathic, social exchange, and a cost-reward perspective, I reasoned that socially 

excluded people may help less in general, even when they are already less likely to help due 

to the presence of bystanders: Socially excluded people often become numb to negative 
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emotions and they tend to anticipate future positive emotions less. The expectation was that 

due to this “numbness”, people may empathize less with others, feel less responsible to help 

them, and may be less aware of possible future benefits of helping. Second, in this chapter, 

there was a line of reasoning in favor of a competing hypothesis, namely that social exclusion 

could increase helping, especially in the presence of others: Belonging to a group is highly 

important for any social animal, and being given the “social death” which social exclusion is 

sometimes called, could actually lead to physical death (Gruter & Masters, 1986). Thus when 

people become socially excluded, it is very important for them to repair the relation with the 

old group, or look for acceptance with a new group. Displaying prosocial behavior in front of 

others would surely be a great way to show social value and get acceptance, especially when 

many people are around to see this behavior.  

To test these hypotheses, participants were socially excluded while playing a ball 

tossing game (cyberball; see Williams & Jarvis, 2006) in which they would not get the ball 

very often (exclusion condition) get the ball every now and then (control condition) or get the 

ball almost all the time (overinclusion condition). After this game, participants read messages 

of people in distress on an online forum which was either crowded with visitors, or not. In 

support of the first hypothesis, there were two main effects: First, replicating the bystander 

effect, people helped less in the presence of others. Second, people who were socially 

excluded helped less in general. Moreover, in line with the first hypothesis, there was no 

interaction effect: The negative influence of both social exclusion and the presence of 

bystanders on helping behavior, happened independently of the level of the other. In short, 

the findings of Chapter 4 suggest that both the presence of bystanders and feelings of 

inclusion play an important role in helping behavior, but the bystander effect may occur 

independently of inclusionary needs. 
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Chapter 5. This chapter looked at what happens if the fear of leaving a bad 

impression is taken away, not by making the situation more severe or less ambiguous, but by 

putting people with different levels of inhibition in the same situation. In two studies the role 

of alcohol consumption on intervention behavior was explored. Alcohol consumption was 

measured by means of a breathalyzer and counting the number of units consumed. The 

expectation was that that people who consumed alcohol would be less fearful to intervene in 

the presence of others. But more importantly the expectation was that people arrive at their 

behavioral decision faster. Indeed, the first study revealed that people on a forum would more 

quickly decide to give social support or not. In the second study, this was replicated this in a 

more classic and naturalistic setting, namely an item dropping paradigm in a bar. Again, 

results indicated that when people are intoxicated by alcohol, social inhibition becomes less 

important, and people arrive to their decision to intervene much faster, especially when others 

are present.  

Taken together, these chapters study the role of impression management and 

reputation in the bystander effect from very different angles, but come to similar conclusions. 

It seems that, indeed, reputation is like a double edged sword which can withhold people 

from intervening in the presence of others (or at least make them think about the decision 

longer). On the other hand, when people become aware that their behavior may influence the 

way others perceive them, reputation causes people to help more in the presence of others.  
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Be Aware to Care: Public Self-Awareness Leads to More Helping in the Presence of 

Bystanders. 

People help others more when they are alone than when there are bystanders present. 

This so-called bystander effect has become well-established in a longstanding tradition of 

research since the classic work of Darley and Latané (1968), and it became widely known 

through anecdotal evidence. There are many examples of news-items about victims of crimes 

or accidents not getting the help they needed, even though there were many bystanders able 

to provide it. However, the bystander effect may also be prevalent in other aspects of our 

everyday lives. For instance, if someone drops a coin or a pencil, people are less likely to 

help that person picking it up when there are many bystanders present (Latané & Dabbs, 

1975). Simply put, whether one is the victim of a crime, or just wants help on statistics, any 

help request is vulnerable to the bystander effect. 

A recent meta-analysis (Fischer et al., 2011) comparing over forty years of studies on 

the bystander effect clearly shows that the negative influence of groups on helping behavior 

is very strong in many different situations. But more importantly, it suggested that in rare 

cases the bystander effect can be reversed. Indeed, previous research on intergroup dynamics 

gives some support to this idea, by showing that when group identity becomes salient, 

sometimes, group size can promote rather than undermine helping (Levine & Crowther, 

2008). Such findings suggest that researchers may have focused too much on the negative 

aspects of the presence of others on helping, and the potential benefit of bystanders has been 

neglected. More importantly, it suggests that research is needed to explore potential non-

inhibiting or even positive effects of bystanders under specific conditions. 

In the present study, we seek to demonstrate such a condition in which increments in 

group size may actually lead to increased helping. The underlying reasoning for this reversed 

bystander effect is that the presence of bystanders can stimulate helping when people observe 
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cues in their social environment that invigorate public self-awareness and thus reputation 

concerns (e.g., a camera).  

Various factors are assumed to underlie the bystander effect, such as diffusion of 

responsibility (i.e., people feel less personal responsibility to help, because they ascribe a 

substantial part of the responsibility to other bystanders; Garcia et al., 2002; Weesie, 1993) as 

well as costs outweighing the benefits of intervention (Dovidio et al., 1991). The arousal 

cost-reward model postulates that the emotional cost of non-intervention is usually lowered 

by the company of other bystanders, for instance, due to the diminished feeling of personal 

responsibility. In the current contribution, we propose that such a cost-benefit perspective 

may sometimes imply a reversal of the bystander effect. Particularly, we will reason that 

reputation concerns may change the balance between the costs and benefits of helping. In the 

following, we will present our line of reasoning in more detail. 

Public Self-awareness and the Bystander Effect 

One potential benefit of helping that is overlooked in theorizing on the bystander 

effect is the desire to obtain a good reputation. For instance, helping is likely to increase 

one’s status, which in the long run helps to get access to resources (Hardy & Van Vugt, 2006; 

Johnson, Erez, Kiker, & Motowidlo, 2002). Indeed, helping is often used as an impression 

management tool in intergroup situations (e.g., Hopkins et al., 2007). In a similar vein, it 

stands to reason that helping is more effective in displaying one’s virtuous character when 

there are many bystanders present, rather than when there are only few people to impress. 

Therefore, the presence of bystanders provides ample opportunity to promote one’s 

reputation through helping. Here, we propose that these impression management concerns 

can be reconciled with the bystander effect by taking public self-awareness into account. 

Public self-awareness is a state which occurs when people focus on the impressions they 

make on others (Prentice-Dunn & Rogers, 1982). For instance, when a person is in a state of 
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public self-awareness, they worry about what others think of them, and they seek social 

approval (Solomon & Schopler, 1982). They are in a state of awareness that others can 

observe and thus evaluate and judge them, based on their behavior and appearance.  

Although every bystander is a potential judge of behavior, the presence of others does 

not automatically create public self-awareness (Froming, Walker, & Lopyan, 1982). In many 

cases, quite the opposite occurs. In a big group, people are less easy to identify and feel 

anonymous, because they can hide in the crowd (Prentice-Dunn & Rogers, 1982). 

Consequently, it becomes less likely for the individual to be judged and evaluated on an 

individual level. Indeed, the presence of others can be associated with a decline in feelings of 

accountability (Diener, Lusk, DeFour, & Flax, 1980), which may keep people from 

performing a costly intervention. This decline in public self-awareness, caused by the 

presence of others, can be countered by introducing discriminative cues that signal that the 

behavior of an individual can be detected and evaluated (Prentice-Dunn & Rogers, 1982). 

Such an “accountability cue” is generally an aspect of the social context that eliminates 

feelings of anonymity, like the presence of a camera or wearing a nametag. These cues 

trigger people to become aware that their actions can be ascribed to them an on individual 

level. 

Recent research provides preliminary support for our notion about the role of public 

self-awareness in the bystander effect. In a series of studies, Garcia et al., (2009) showed that 

socially anxious people helped more in the presence of a group. This may be rooted in the 

tendency of socially anxious people to automatically focus attention on their own 

performance within a social setting (Karakashian, Walter, Christopher, & Lucas, 2006). They 

are continually evaluating their performance and are preoccupied with the impressions they 

make on others. Consequently, it might be possible that socially anxious people are in a 

constant state of high public self-awareness, which causes them to be more concerned about 
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making a good impression by helping. Based on this finding alone, however, these ideas 

remain somewhat speculative, given that these authors did not directly manipulate cues that 

are known to elevate public self-awareness in social settings. The present research is designed 

to directly test our hypothesis that the presence of other bystanders stimulates helping 

behavior, when accountability cues raise people’s public self-awareness.  

The Present Research 

 In the present research, we test the idea that high public self-awareness, as instigated 

by accountability cues, reverses the bystander effect. We test this using an internet forum. 

Internet forums and social networking sites are not only used for small talk, but also for 

social support about serious issues (Voelpel et al., 2008). Online forums, for instance, can be 

utilized to help people in severe emotional distress. There are even documented cases of 

successful interventions involving people who were on the verge of committing suicide (e.g., 

Barak & Gluck-Ofri, 2007). Successful as these support-websites may be, they inherently 

have the potential to suffer from the bystander effect.  

These support forums may be useful settings for studying the bystander effect, 

because they elicit real-life helping behaviors while allowing for the absolute control of the 

laboratory. We therefore created a (bogus) support forum for people in severe emotional 

distress, and asked participants in the lab to read messages posted by purported forum 

members. In line with the bystander effect, we expected that an increased number of visitors 

on the forum would decrease the amount of support given. Concurrent with our line of 

reasoning that public self-awareness and impression management cause prosocial behavior, 

we expected that when we introduce accountability cues, such as making the presence of a 

person more visible on the forum, the bystander effect will be reversed. More specifically, we 

expected that the amount of given support will increase as a function of the number of 

visitors on the forum.  
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Study 2.1 

The main purpose of Study 2.1 was to investigate if people would help others more in 

the presence of bystanders than alone when introducing an accountability cue. We 

operationalized this accountability cue by displaying the name of the participant in red while 

all other information was displayed in black. The color red is often posited as an important 

signaling color in social relations, utilized to attract attention (Elliot & Maier, 2007). 

Therefore, we expected that such salience of one’s own name would increase helping in the 

presence of other bystanders. 

Method

Participants and Design. A total of 86 students (61 females, 25 males; mean age = 

20.93, SD = 2.41) participated for the standard fee of €2.50 (roughly $3.50 in U.S. currency). 

One participant was excluded from analysis for not following instructions. Participants were 

randomly assigned to one of the four conditions of our 2 (Bystanders: Absent vs. Present) by 

2 (Presence on the forum: Salient vs. Non-Salient) between-participants design.  

Procedure and Materials. Participants were invited to join a study about online 

communication. They were seated in separate cubicles that each contained computer 

equipment, which was used to present the stimulus materials and register the data. Before the 

experiment started, the experimenter asked participants for their names and email address so 

we could supposedly make a personalized login for an internet forum.  

The experiment was ostensibly about different modes of communication via the 

internet. The first mode of communication was an online forum, which was presented as a 

real forum on the internet. Depending on condition, participants read that the forum was 

visited by many, versus just a few people. Participants were told that the computer would 

automatically select a new message that had not (yet) received any response. Furthermore, we 
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explicitly stated that they did not have to respond to messages, but were free to do so. If they 

chose not to respond, they could click on a button labeled “next message”. 

The forum-messages were presented by a program that resembled a commonly used 

browser (Internet Explorer 8). Participants saw their own name and the names of the other 

people that were online in the left upper half of the screen. In the non-salient condition, their 

name had the same color as the other visitors. However, to induce a feeling that one’s 

presence was very visible, and thus to raise public self-awareness, we presented the 

participant’s name in the salient condition by a different color (red for participants; black —

the same color as the others— for bystanders). Furthermore, we presented the exact number 

of people who were online (one in the bystander Absent vs. 30 in the bystander Present 

condition), in the right upper half of the screen. On the bottom half, there was a textbox 

where participants could type their response. They could reach this by scrolling down, or 

press a button labeled “Respond” in the top right half of the screen.  

In random order, we presented five different messages, averaging 1262 characters (SD 

= 22.52). The messages were personal stories from people in distress. The first message was 

about a person who wanted to commit suicide. The second was from a person who just found 

out the cancer of her partner had returned. The third message was about someone with 

anorexia. The fourth was about a “quarter life crisis”, and the fifth was from someone who 

just had a very bad breakup. Helping behavior was then measured by summing the number of 

responses participants typed. 

 As a manipulation check, we asked participants to rate two statements about how 

much they felt they stood out on the forum, on a seven point likert-scale (1 = completely 

disagree, 7 = completely agree):“My presence on the forum was very noticeable” and “My 

presence in the group was very prominent”. The two items were averaged into a scale with 

acceptable reliability,  = .62. 
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Results and Discussion 

 Manipulation check. We expected that when the participants’ names were displayed 

in a different color than the other members on a forum, participants would feel like they were 

standing out in the crowd. As expected, a 2 (Salient vs. Non-Salient) x 2 (Bystanders Absent 

vs. Bystanders Present) ANOVA yielded a main effect for name salience. Participants in the 

salient name condition felt that their presence was more noticeable (M = 3.98, SD = 1.13) 

than participants in the non-salient name condition (M = 3.46, SD = 1.27), F = (1, 81) = 3.94, 

p = .05, 2 = .033. These findings reveal that participants felt more publicly self-aware in the 

salient name condition than in the non-salient name condition, as intended by our 

manipulation. 

Helping. A 2 (Salient vs. Non-Salient) x 2 (Bystanders Absent vs. Bystanders 

Present) ANOVA on the number of responses yielded a significant interaction for saliency 

and bystander presence, F(1, 81) = 10.27, p < .01, 2 = .098. This interaction is displayed 

graphically in Figure 2.1. We then examined the simple effects of bystander presence within 

both the non-salient and salient condition. As expected, the analysis revealed that in the non-

salient condition, the classic bystander effect is found: Participants in the bystander absent 

condition helped significantly more (M = 2.95, SD = 1.58), than participants in the bystander 

present condition (M = 1.86, SD = 1.69), F = (1, 81) = 4.69, p = .03, 2 = .042. But when the 

names of participants were made salient, the bystander effect was reversed: Participants in the 

bystander absent condition wrote fewer messages (M = 1.67, SD = 1.56) than in the 

bystander present condition (M = 2.90, SD = 1.83), F = (1, 81) = 5.61, p = .02, 2 = .051. 
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Figure 2.1. Number of help messages sent as a function of name saliency and number of 

bystanders, in study 2.1.  

 
These findings reveal that making one’s name salient, by giving it a different color 

than the other names, was sufficient to make one help more (instead of less) in the presence 

of bystanders. In support of our hypotheses, the bystander effect remained when participants 

were “just another face in the crowd”, but when they felt like they stood out, the presence of 

other bystanders encouraged helping. Of lesser relevance, as indicated by the difference in 

helping in the no bystanders conditions, the results also suggest that people high in public 

self-awareness are inherently focusing inwards. Although they are concerned about what 

other bystanders think of them, they are the focal point of their own attention (see Silvia & 

Duval, 2001). This inward focus may have caused people to focus less on the needs of the 

needy person, which resulted in less help given when there was no one to judge the potential 

helper.  
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Study 2.2 

The purpose Study 2.2 was to induce an accountability cue that is more commonly 

associated with public self-awareness. Moreover, we wanted a manipulation of public self-

awareness that was induced independently from the internet forum, because we wanted the 

presence of participants on the forum to be indistinguishable from the other bystanders on the 

forum. By separating the public self-awareness manipulation from the forum, we could focus 

solely on the subjective feeling of public self-awareness, without objectively standing out in 

the crowd. Additionally, this prevents participants from feeling like they are part of an out-

group on the forum, which makes it less likely that our results can be explained by intergroup 

dynamics. Therefore, we decided to use a webcam to induce public self-awareness in the 

second study. The presence of a cameras is an established and well validated manipulation of 

public self-awareness, used in many different experimental settings (e.g., Davies, 2005; Yao 

& Flanagin, 2006) 

Method

Participants and Design. A total of 111 participants (80 females, 31 males; Mage = 

19.99, SD = 1.97) were recruited from the VU University campus. They were randomly 

assigned to one of the four conditions of our 2 (Bystanders: Absent vs. Present) by 2 

(Webcam: Absent vs. Present) between-participants design. 

Procedure and Materials. The procedure and materials were identical to Study 2.1, 

with a few exceptions. In the camera present condition, a webcam was mounted on each 

computer monitor. To make this more salient, we asked participants once, before they started 

with the experiment, to check whether the camera was on by looking at a LED-indicator 

underneath the webcam. This was the only reminder of the presence of the webcam: 

Participants could not see the webcam feed. In to order make the conditions resemble each 

other as close as possible, we asked participants in the camera absent condition to check if the 
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LED-indicator for Num-Lock was on. Participants were told that these checks were vital for 

the later stages of the experiment, but not for the forum they would visit. We did this to 

prevent the possibility of creating a second type of bystander, namely a person watching the 

webcam feed, whereas our camera manipulation should be purely seen as an accountability 

cue.  

To check if the presence of a camera influenced public self-awareness, seven items 

that tapped into the feeling of being susceptible to public scrutiny were pooled together into 

one reliable scale (e.g., “I felt like my actions had consequences for my reputation”, and “I 

felt like I could be evaluated”),  = .76.  

Results and Discussion 

Manipulation Check. We expected that the presence of a camera would induce 

public self-awareness, especially when there are many bystanders. As expected, a 2 (Camera 

vs. No-Camera) x 2 (Bystanders Absent vs. Bystanders Present) ANOVA yielded a 

significant main effect for camera presence, F(1, 107) = 18.35, p < .001, 2 = .135. In the 

camera condition, people felt more public self-aware (M = 4.89, SD = 1.13) than people in 

the absent camera condition (M = 4.04, SD = .99). This finding suggests that our 

manipulation was successful in varying different levels of public self-awareness.  

 Helping. Our first expectation was that without the presence of a camera, the classic 

bystander effect would occur. However, we expected that participants would try to manage 

their reputation and display more positive behavior —like helping— when in the presence of 

bystanders whilst being public self-aware. Thus we expected that in the camera condition, the 

bystander effect would be reversed. Indeed, a 2 (Camera vs. No-Camera) x 2 (Bystanders 

Absent vs. Bystanders Present) ANOVA on the number of helping responses yielded only a 

significant interaction for camera presence and bystander presence, F(1, 107) = 8.53, p < .01, 

2 = .064. This interaction is displayed graphically in Figure 2.2.  
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Figure 2.2. Number of help messages sent as a function of camera presence and number of 

bystanders, in study 2.2. 

 

We then examined the effect of bystander presence with and without a camera. 

Analysis showed the bystander effect when the camera was not present: In the no bystander 

condition, participants displayed significantly more helping behavior (M = 2.50, SD = 1.75), 

than in the bystander present condition (M = 1.59, SD = 1.42), F = (1, 107) = 4.00, p = .05, 2 

= .026. However, when a camera was present, the bystander effect was reversed: In the 

bystander absent condition, participants displayed less helping behavior (M = 1.97, SD = 

1.55) than in the bystander present condition (M = 2.89, SD = 1.89), F = (1, 107) = 4.53, p = 

.04, 2 = .031. 

These findings again reveal the importance of public self-awareness in the bystander 

effect. People help less when there are bystanders present, but when they become public self-

aware (by our camera manipulation), the presence of other bystanders leads them to increase 

helping behavior. Our results uncover that the mere feeling of public self-awareness is 
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enough to increase helping in public settings, even when participants were objectively just as 

visible on the forum, as any other forum member. This indicates that the feeling of public 

self-awareness, as created by the presence of a camera, was sufficient for participants to 

change their behavior in accord with a pattern that signifies reputation concerns. We therefore 

reason that the increase of help as a function of group size in the public self-awareness 

condition was motivated by evaluation apprehension concerns.  

General Discussion 

In the longstanding tradition of research on the bystander effect, this research is 

among the first to repeatedly demonstrate a reversal of the bystander effect. Results from 

both studies indicate that, as expected, the bystander effect can be reversed by means of cues 

that raise public self-awareness in social settings. This finding is of great relevance to our 

understanding of helping behavior in public settings. Below we outline some of the 

theoretical and practical implications, along with strengths and limitations of this study.  

Our findings support the arousal cost-reward model (Dovidio et al., 1991): The 

decision of helping a person in need is based on the relative weight of costs versus benefits. 

As we reasoned, when there are many bystanders, the possible benefits of helping for 

reputational concerns may be much larger than when there are only a few. However, a cue 

may sometimes be necessary for people to become aware of the possible reputational benefits 

of their behaviors. 

We suggest that the psychological processes triggered by reputation concerns in the 

present studies are likely to be different from the effects of increasing personal responsibility 

directly (e.g., Moriarty, 1975), or behaviors following an “altruistic” norm (which are more 

related to private self-awareness, see Prentice-Dunn & Rogers, 1982). If accountability cues 

accentuated such an “altruistic” norm, or if they elevated feelings of responsibility towards 

the needy, there should have been an increase in helping behavior in the alone, public self-
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aware condition. Given that we only find increased helping in the presence of an audience, 

the data indicate a mechanism not based on accepting responsibility or altruism for the person 

in need, but one based on salience of the possibility that one is held accountable for one’s 

behavior, by other bystanders. Therefore, our findings are most consistent with a model that 

stipulates that people who are aware of the reputational costs and rewards of their behavior 

become motivated by concerns of what others may think. 

To our knowledge, this is one of the first papers to find the presence of a group to 

promote helping behavior by influencing motives on an individual level. We propose that 

changing motivation on an individual level may prove more useful in creating practical 

strategies and for policy making, because in public spaces —in which the bystander effect is 

often a problem— people are unlikely to share a salient common group identity. 

Nevertheless, future research could focus on how public self-awareness changes the 

bystander effect in inter-group settings. For instance, it would be interesting to see what 

would happen if people witness a distressing situation in which the bystanders are members 

of a salient out-group. In our forum-paradigm, participants likely thought that the visitors 

who frequent the forum would see helping as something positive (otherwise they would not 

visit that forum). But what would happen if people have the idea that the bystanders are 

members of a group who views helping in such a situation as negative? For instance, if a 

person in need would seek help among an audience with a strong norm towards to self-

reliance, aiding this person may be perceived as something very negative. Our research has 

made it clear that people will behave more in accord with what they think would give them 

reputational benefits, but if they are aware that the specific audience views helping as 

negative, introducing the accountability cue may elicit less helping (see also, Froming et al., 

1982). This could help our understanding of impression management and intergroup 

cooperation immensely.  
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We acknowledge some limitations within the current contribution. First, although 

the data are consistent with our theoretical model, the current investigation does not provide 

unequivocal evidence that reputation concerns are the driving force behind the effects we 

found in our studies. In order to rule out possible alternative underlying mechanisms, future 

research is needed to directly test if reputation concerns indeed mediate the effect of public 

self-awareness cues on helping behavior in group settings. Second, the results of the current 

contribution indicate that manipulating public self-awareness leads to changes in helping 

behavior. However, it is not completely clear if the manipulations only influenced helping 

behavior, or rather participatory behaviors in general. Unfortunately, our design does not 

allow us to make a sharp distinction between these constructs, because the most likely 

response to the messages was to provide social support. Future research could include 

additional forum messages in which there is no explicit or implied cry for help, as one 

frequently finds on social networking sites such as Facebook (e.g., a message about how 

lovely the weather is). By controlling for participant’s responses to these non-help seeking 

messages, it becomes possible to ensure that the effects are specific to helping behavior. 

An interesting theoretical question centers on the ecological validity of the present 

findings. On the one hand, one could argue that the complete visual anonymity and safety of 

a virtual environment differs in important ways from real-world bystander situations. For 

instance, there is no threat of physical harm by intervening online, thus the potential costs of 

online-intervention are severely reduced. At the same time, in our modern era, real-life and 

online interaction have become very much entwined. A substantial part of our everyday 

social interactions, including helping, now takes place online. Not only has online chatting 

and usage of online social network websites have become a very popular pastime (Ellison, 

Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007), we also use the internet for more serious matters. For instance, 

companies use virtual forums for information and data sharing (e.g., Voelpel et al., 2008), 
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health-care providers use electronic means to communicate with their patients (see, Busey & 

Michael, 2008), and online support groups for people with various problems have become 

mainstream (Bartlett & Coulson, 2011). As such, the online world has increasingly become a 

real part of our everyday lives, which suggests a stronger need to study behavior —including 

helping and prosocial behavior— within this specific social setting. 

Group size is often discussed as a variable that undermines helping and cooperation. 

Yet the present studies demonstrate the presence of others can have exceptionally fruitful 

effects. The notion of public self-awareness, in particular, seems essential. While certain 

forms of self-awareness may not always be welcomed by people, the present findings do 

underscore their power to promote helping one another. Measures that might activate such 

awareness in society - such as security cameras, enhancing visibility of members in a virtual 

community through personal information such as photos, or adding cameras in less secure 

areas— should thus be weighed against the cost to privacy. This could be a structural 

measure to counter the problems of non-intervention, with the benefit that it does not require 

the actors involved to have preceding knowledge of the bystander effect. Certainly, future 

research should focus on whether a camera not pointed at a single person, but at the group as 

a whole, can still induce public self-awareness in individuals.  

More generally, the good news is that we have identified a variable that helps us 

understand when “others” facilitate the bystander effect or inhibit the bystander effect. The 

major challenge, from both a theoretical and societal perspective, is to use the social 

environment, or reminders of it, to promote helping, intervening in crisis, and related forms 

of behavior from which we all benefit. For that, people need to “be aware to care.”
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Intervene to be Seen: The Power of a Camera in Attenuating the Bystander Effect.  

Closed Circuit TV surveillance (CCTV) cameras are immensely popular tools to 

prevent crime. Although there are no specific numbers for the prevalence of CCTV cameras, 

estimates range from 1.9 million (Gerrard & Thompson, 2011) to 4.3 million (McCahill & 

Norris, 2002) in the United Kingdom alone. An average person may be “caught on video” up 

to seventy times a day. The main purpose of increasing the number of cameras in public 

places is to create a safer society: Their presence should discourage ‘would-be criminals’ to 

commit their crime, as people who committed a crime can be identified by checking the 

recordings (Gill & Spriggs, 2005; Mazerolle, Hurley, & Chamlin, 2002). In the present paper, 

we advance and empirically test the possibility that there may be another, unforeseen, effect 

of security cameras: The noticeable presence of cameras may change the (prosocial) behavior 

of people who could potentially help to prevent a crime by intervening.  

Our specific interest in security cameras pertains to how it relates to another important 

factor which influences whether a person decides to intervene or not, namely the presence of 

bystanders (Fischer et al., 2011). Decades of research has shown that across many different 

situations people are less likely to intervene when others are around (Latané & Nida, 1981). 

However, researchers have recently sought to uncover potential moderators of this “bystander 

effect” (e.g., Levine & Crowther, 2008; Van Bommel, Van Prooijen, Elffers, & Van Lange, 

2012). In this study, we reason that security camera presence may be such a moderator. More 

specifically, we propose that security cameras increase intervention in the presence of others.  

Bystander effect and Public Self-Awareness 

The significance of the bystander effect is indicated by the vast number of studies that 

revealed group size indeed decreases helping (for an overview, see Fischer et al., 2011; 

Latané & Nida, 1981). Many studies – in the field and in the lab – have shown that the 

bystander effect occurs in very different settings and applies to various types of helping 
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behaviors. Indeed, the number of bystanders decreased intervention towards crime (e.g., 

Latané & Elman, 1970) and helping a person who had an accident, such as falling (Solomon 

et al., 1978) or chocking on a donut (Tice & Baumeister, 1985). But also in more common 

situations the bystander effect has been examined: When someone is asked to donate to 

charity (Garcia et al., 2009) or when people are asked to share knowledge with each other 

(Voelpel et al., 2008) the presence of others diminishes prosocial behavior. The bystander 

effect was also found at the macro-level, as strangers are helped more in rural than urban 

areas (Steblay, 1987). In short, the bystander effect has proven to be a robust phenomenon 

across different situations.  

Perhaps the most common explanation for why the bystander effect occurs is 

diffusion of responsibility (Garcia et al., 2002; Weesie, 1993). This means that when people 

experience the misfortune of others while being in the presence of bystanders, they feel less 

responsible to help the person in need, because they diffuse this responsibility across the 

other bystanders. This could lead to less experienced negative emotions, such as guilt or 

shame, when a person decides to not intervene. Related to this notion, one could analyze the 

bystander effect in terms of (implicit) appraisals of costs and benefits (Dovidio et al., 1991). 

For example, the costs of non-intervention could be the experience of negative emotional 

states, like guilt and shame, and the rewards of non-intervention could be to save precious 

resources such as time and money. At the same time, the costs of an actual intervention can 

be quite severe, especially when it comes to intervening into crime. On the other hand, the 

benefits of intervention can make it very worthwhile to act. For instance, people who 

intervene may feel good about themselves.  

In these cost-benefit analyses of the bystander effect, there has been relatively little 

attention to an important psychological motive: As shown in various other lines of research, 

people care very strongly about obtaining a positive reputation (Roberts, 1998; Van Vugt & 
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Hardy, 2010) and typically like to be seen as responsible, helpful, and competent citizens (see 

also Chekroun & Brauer, 2002). One possible reason for this desire is that such a positive 

public image may be associated with several valuable outcomes. For example, people who 

display costly helping behavior often gain status in a group, and are more frequently chosen 

as a cooperation partner (Hardy & Van Vugt, 2006).  

Certainly, the most efficient way to obtain a good reputation by helping is when other 

bystanders are around to witness it. One important reason is that reputational gains are greater 

to the extent that observers – other bystanders – can notice the helpful act. Moreover, one 

might suggest that reputational gains are also enhanced to the extent that the act is more 

“heroic” and when the bystanders have access to information that is linked to the good 

intentions of the helper (so that they cannot readily discount the noble motives underlying it). 

A second reason is that the presence of others may under certain specific conditions 

energize reputation concerns. The presence of others can sometimes serve as a reminder of 

our reputation (Haley & Fessler, 2005), in that it may induce an awareness that others may 

view and evaluate your actions (or lack of action). One could think that a bystander should 

therefore always intervene much more in the presence of others than when he or she is alone. 

However, it is important to note that the presence of others does not always induce reputation 

concern by itself. Generally, it has been outlined that reputation concern can be sparked by 

cues that trigger accountability. Such accountability cues are small signals that help people to 

become aware that their behavior may influence how others perceive them (Prentice-Dunn & 

Rogers, 1982). However, there is evidence to suggest that such cues may even be processed 

and induce reputation concern independent of explicit reasoning or awareness (Haley & 

Fessler, 2005). The most commonly used and validated example of an accountability cue is a 

camera (e.g., Davies, 2005; Govern & Marsch, 2001; Yao & Flanagin, 2006). As a result, it 

stands to reason that security cameras may have similar effects on public self-awareness, and 
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may consequentially remind people that intervening could have positive effects for their 

reputation.  

While the presence of others does not always trigger reputation concerns, recent 

research suggests that reputation cues (which are highly related to accountability cues) by 

themselves may also not guarantee a person to become aware that their behavior influences 

how others think about them. For instance, one study revealed that displaying stylized 

pictures of eyes, makes people contribute more to an honesty box used to collect money for 

drinks (Bateson, Nettle, & Roberts, 2006). Raihani and Bshary (2012), however, suggest that 

these cues may not work to increase prosocial behavior in complete anonymity, and perhaps 

there should be others around to witness the behavior, before the cue has an effect (Fehr & 

Schneider, 2010). In short, the complex interplay of the presence of bystanders and the 

presence of accountability- or reputation cues (such as a security camera) may cause people 

to behave more prosocially in the presence of a security camera, especially when there are 

people who can witness the behavior. 

There is indeed some preliminary evidence in support for this line of reasoning. A 

recent study by Van Bommel et al. (2012, Study 2) examined the role of public self-

awareness by examining the presence of a webcam on tendencies to provide support, often 

social-emotional support, for their problems, issues, or doubts. Specifically, people could 

provide emotional support to another person on a forum, in the (virtual) presence of no-one, 

or of thirty people. For example, by sending a supporting response to somebody who shared 

some bad news (e.g., breakup, health issues). When there was no webcam, participants were 

more likely to provide emotional support when there were no other people on the forum, than 

when there were many. But when their public awareness was enhanced, participants were 

more likely to provide emotional support when many others were on the forum. These 

findings are in line with the notion that the presence of webcam might raise reputational 
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concerns and public self-awareness, and so may motivate people to provide support – and 

may attenuate the bystander effect at least for relatively mundane forms of providing social 

support. The key question, in our view, is whether the presence of an actual camera (not a 

webcam) in a realistic face-to-face situation (not a social media environment) may also 

motivate helping. More specifically, whether it will motivate helping in a real emergency 

situation, in which immediate, risky action is called for (not action that can be a product of 

careful deliberation and that involves little risk). Indeed, we do not know whether a camera 

may make a real difference in an emergency setting , such as the well-known case of Kitty 

Genovese, that inspired classic research on the bystander effect. 

The Present Study 

In this study we will investigate the influence of a real security camera in a more 

classic setting to study the bystander effect, namely a crime situation (e.g., Latané & Darley, 

1970; Schwartz & Gottlieb, 1976). In our experimental set-up, participants witnessed how 

another participant (actually a confederate) stole money, either in the presence of two, or no 

other bystanders. Moreover, we used a security camera to make people feel watched. The 

combination of the setting and manipulation should provide a relatively naturalistic way of 

studying both the bystander effect, as well as the influence of a security camera on non-

perpetrators such as bystanders or passers-by.  

Studying the bystander effect in the presence of a security camera (instead of, for 

instance, a web camera) has important practical and theoretical implications. Because of the 

increasing presence of security cameras (e.g., Gerrard & Thompson, 2011)– especially in 

areas where norm violations such as stealing are particularly likely to happen – we may not 

pay much attention to them (Mazerolle et al., 2002). At the same time, people are much 

attuned to cues that indicate reputational consequences of behavior, even when they are out 

of conscious awareness (Bateson et al., 2006). However, it is not clear if such cues still 
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influence behavior, in the presence of actual bystanders (Powell, Roberts, & Nettle, 2012). 

Moreover, a security camera is not only pointed at the target participant, but also at the other 

bystanders, the thief, and even the target or victim of the crime. This may cause a security 

camera to have a very different effect on public self-awareness as it raises the visibility of the 

entire situation, including all the behaviors (or lack thereof), not just those of one individual. 

Indeed, potentially it could lead to a similar process like diffusion of responsibility, but now 

the feeling of visibility may be diffused across the other bystanders.  

To fully understand how cameras influence the bystander effect, it is imperative that 

we also study bystander behavior in crime situations. Research suggests that there may be 

important (psychological) differences between providing social support to a person in 

emotional need on a forum, or concrete forms of helping such as assisting a person to pick up 

papers (van Rompay, Vonk, & Fransen, 2008), and actual heroic intervention (or “civil 

courage”; see, Greitemeyer, Fischer, Kastenmüller, & Frey, 2006) that many people may 

associate with classic research on the bystander effect. A case in point is a recent study about 

intervention during crime, which shows that when a criminal situation becomes very 

threatening, the classical bystander effect may even dissipate, indicating that it is important to 

research the effect on different levels of severity (Fischer & Greitemeyer, 2013, but see also 

Dovidio et al., 1991; and Fischer et al., 2011).  

An important feature of criminal situations such as a theft is that the costs of 

intervention are potentially very high, as confronting the thief could lead to being attacked. 

One may therefore anticipate that intervention rates in general would be very low, especially 

when diffusion of responsibility takes place. However, because of this high cost, intervention 

may have very strong implications for one’s reputation: People who do decide to intervene 

will be seen as true heroes by the other bystanders. But because people feel less personally 
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accountable in groups, they have to be reminded of this possibility by an accountability cue 

such as a camera.  

In short, to test the effects of (security) cameras on bystander intervention, we 

designed a study in which we manipulate bystander- and security camera presence. In line 

with decades of research, we expect that without the security camera, bystanders have a 

negative influence on intervention rates. However, we reasoned that in the presence of a 

security camera, this effect will be attenuated —and possibly reversed— due to an increased 

intervention rate in the presence of others, as helping to obtain a positive reputation is most 

efficient when there is an “audience”. 

Method

Participants and Design

Eighty participants1 (57 female, 23 male) were recruited to participate in our lab 

study, for €2,- (roughly $2,50 in American currency) or course credits. By means of block 

randomization2 they were assigned to one condition of our 2(bystanders: none vs. two) X 

2(Camera: absent vs. present) between-factorial design.  

Procedure and Materials 

Upon arrival participants were welcomed and instructed in the welcoming area of the 

lab. They were asked to fill out a questionnaire in the adjacent cubicles, and were instructed 

to, upon finishing, come to the desk of the experimenter in the welcoming area to sign a sheet 

for payment. In the camera condition, we hung a small security camera overseeing this 

welcoming area. We tried to make the camera visible by positioning it so that it would 

immediately be in line of sight when entering the room, and by having the experimenter face 

                                                 
1 The total number was 82, however, two participants were excluded from analysis because their behavior was impossible to 
categorize for the purpose of this study (i.e. helping the thief, or committing theft). One participant was assigned to the alone 
by camera condition. The other was assigned to the alone by no camera condition. We debriefed them, but did not give them 
the follow-up questionnaire. 
2 We used block randomization as it was infeasible to remove or install the security camera after each participant was 
finished.  
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the direction of the camera when explaining the study details. Furthermore, we hung posters 

throughout the floor which stated there was camera surveillance in some of the rooms. 

Research shows that this makes the effect of security cameras more pronounced, and is a 

commonly used way to make security cameras more effective (Mazerolle et al., 2002). 

 While participants were filling out the (non-related) questionnaire, the experimenter 

announced he had to go to the bathroom and would be back in a few minutes. In the 

bystander condition, two confederates pretended to be fellow participants. They would finish 

their questionnaire before the actual participant and thus would be waiting for the 

experimenter to come back. In each condition, one confederate, namely the one with the role 

of the thief, was also waiting in a cubicle. The thief ostensibly finished his questionnaire a 

few moments after the participant. While the participant was waiting, the thief walked 

towards the desk of the experimenter where he grabbed a handful of money (about 50-60 

Euro’s each try), and then walked out of the room.  

After little more than a minute, or when the participant intervened, the experimenter 

returned to the lab, and briefly explained that the theft was part of the study and performed by 

an actor. We did this to ensure that during a follow-up questionnaire, every participant – not 

only the ones who intervened – knew that the situation was a mock up. We then asked the 

participant to fill out a follow-up questionnaire about their experiences during the theft. This 

questionnaire contained two items about public self-awareness, (“I felt like my behavior could 

be evaluated”; “I felt watched”, r(78) = .79, p < .001), and one item about feelings of 

responsibility (“I felt responsible to intervene”). Participants could indicate agreement with 

each item on a 10 point Likert-scale (1 = completely disagree, 10 = completely agree). 

Additionally, we asked if they saw a camera or not. At completion of this short questionnaire, 

participants were thoroughly debriefed, paid and thanked for their participation. 
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Results

Intervention 

 We used binary logistic regression to test the hypothesized interaction between 

bystander presence (coded 0 for absent, 1 for present) and camera presence (0 = absent, 1 = 

present) on intervention behavior. We coded intervention behavior on a binary scale; people 

who intervened during the crime got a score of 1, whereas people who did not intervene were 

scored 0. Relevant to our primary hypothesis, the analysis showed a significant interaction 

effect, Wald’s ²(1, N = 80) = 5.56, p = .02 (see Table 3.1).  

 
Table 3.1  
Confidence intervals and model information for the binary logistical regression model. 
  95% CI for exp b 
 B(SE) Lower Exp b Upper
Included 

-.20 (.45)  
 
.82 

 
 Constant 

Camera presence(1) -1.53 (.77)* .05 .216 .977 

Bystander presence(1) -.89 (.69) .11 .41 1.56 

Camera (1) x Bystander (1) 2.43 (1.03)* 1.51 11.38 .85.84
 
Note: Model 2 = 6.44, p =.09. R2=.08 (Cox & Snell), .11 (Nagelkerke). * p < .05. 
 

 

As expected, further analyses revealed that without a camera, bystander presence 

decreases intervention (an intervention percentage of 15% with bystanders, versus 45% 

without bystanders, ²[1, N = 40] = 4.29, p = .04), which replicates the bystander effect. 

However, in the condition with a camera this effect is nonsignificant, and even suggests a 

trend towards a reversal (45%. versus 25%; ²[1, N = 40] = 1.76, p = .19). Moreover, as 

hypothesized, this finding was primarily due to an increase in intervention rates in the 

bystander present conditions (15% without camera versus 45% with a camera), ²(1, N = 40) 

= 4.29, p = .04, not in the bystander absent condition (45% versus 25%), ²(1, N = 40) = 1.76, 
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p = .19 (see Figure 3.1)3. Thus, the findings provide good support for the hypothesis: The 

presence of a camera significantly attenuates the bystander effect, in that the bystander effect 

was replicated under no camera conditions but not under camera conditions.  

 

 
Figure 3.1. Proportion of intervention per condition. The error bars depict one standard error 
for each proportion. 
 
 
Additional analyses  

Seeing the camera. As expected – because security cameras are such common objects 

–, we found that fewer than half (45%) of the participants explicitly reported to have seen the 

camera. The presence of bystanders did not influence how often people reported to have seen 

the camera, 2[1, N = 40] = 1.62, p = .20.  

                                                 
3 For these analyses, we only looked at actual intervention behavior during the crime, however, some people also reported 
the crime to the experimenter after it had already happened. As this may yield some insight in to other bystander behaviors 
that reflect real life crime situations, such as willingness to become an eyewitness, we decided to rerun the analysis with both 
intervention behavior and behavior after the crime already occurred. Ordinal regression analysis with bystander presence 
(coded 0 for absent, 1 for present), and camera presence (0 = absent, 1 = present) and their interaction term as predictors for 
intervention behavior (coded 0 for people who did nothing, coded 1 for people who reported it, and coded 2 for people who 
actually intervened) yielded similar results: The analysis showed a significant interaction effect, Wald’s ²(1, N = 80) = 6.71, 
p = .01. However, further inspection revealed that bystander presence decreases reporting the crime afterwards, with, or 
without the presence of a camera (Without a camera: a reporting percentage of 10% with bystanders, versus 20% without 
bystanders, with a camera this was 10% versus 15% respectively). This suggests that the processes we assume indeed only 
materialize for actual intervention during the theft, and that reporting after the fact —which by some may even be interpreted 
as a cowardice form of “tattling or snitching” instead of heroic behavior (see, Tenenbaum, Varjas, Meyers, & Parris, 
2011)— is less susceptible to the reputation concerns that are prompted by the security camera. 
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Many cues from the environment are not explicitly perceived, but still may have an 

influence on people’s behavior or feelings (e.g., Bateson et al., 2006; Dijksterhuis, Smith, van 

Baaren, & Wigboldus, 2005). We therefore expected that even though slightly more than half 

of participants did not explicitly report noticing the camera, it may still influence their 

behavior, i.e. the bystander effect could still be attenuated. Indeed, further analysis, with only 

the participants from the camera condition who did not explicitly report seeing it, again 

revealed the hypothesized interaction between the presence of bystanders and the presence of 

a camera (marginally) for people who did not explicitly saw the camera, Wald’s ²(1, N = 62) 

= 3.44, p = .06. 

Public Self-Awareness. We explored if public self-awareness could give some 

additional insight in what drives the attenuated bystander effect. A 2(no bystanders vs. two 

bystanders) x 2 (no camera vs. camera) ANOVA revealed that participants in the camera 

condition reported higher levels of public self-awareness (M = 5.31, SD = 2.99) than 

participants in the no camera condition (M = 3.93, SD = 2.51), F(1,76) = 5.37, p = .02. 

Moreover, the analysis revealed an (unexpected) interaction effect between bystander 

presence and camera presence, F(1,76) = 7.03, p = .01. Simple slopes revealed that the main 

effect of camera presence on public self-awareness is only observed in the no bystander 

condition (No Camera: M = 3.13, SD = 1.95, vs. Camera: M = 6.10, SD = 2.76, vs.), F(1,76) 

= 12.34, p = .001, but not when there were two bystanders (No camera: M = 4.73, SD = 2.79, 

vs. Camera M = 4.53, SD = 3.08), ns. Although the precise meaning of this interaction awaits 

future research, one possible interpretation is that participants may, after the theft, 

retroactively reason that the presence of others makes them less visible on camera.  

We reasoned that perhaps public self-awareness would mediate the effect of camera- 

and bystander presence on intervention. As reported, the interaction between camera- and 

bystander presence predicted both intervention (step 1) and public self-awareness (step 2), 
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which makes it possible to perform a mediation analysis (Baron & Kenny, 1986). However, 

binary logistic regression shows that public self-awareness does not significantly relate with 

intervention Wald’s ²(1, N = 80) = .04, p = .85 and that the interaction remains significant 

Wald’s ²(1, N = 80) = 5.33, p = .02. This suggests that the change in intervention rates may 

be caused by a less explicit reputation concern. 

General Discussion 

As expected, the results show that security cameras can indeed increase actual 

intervention in an emergency situation in the presence of other bystanders. Even in a classic 

bystander setting with high risks for intervention, the presence of a security camera 

attenuated the classic bystander effect that has been observed in numerous studies in the lab 

and the field (Fischer et al., 2011; Latané & Nida, 1981). The experimental setting we created 

has some features that are essential to the understanding bystander intervention. First of all, 

the scene closely mirrors a situation that may occur in everyday life, but most importantly, 

this setting allowed us to study the bystander effect where intervention occurs in a face-to-

face situation, in which time (even a second) matters, and in which intervening is potentially 

quite risky (but signals courage). We reason that during precisely such a situation, people are 

able to display the types of costly or risky behaviors that may benefit the reputation of an 

individual in a very efficient manner (e.g., Barclay & Willer, 2007; Barclay, 2004; Hardy & 

Van Vugt, 2006).

We found that public self-awareness was higher in both bystander conditions than in 

the alone no camera condition, which indicates that the number of bystanders was not big 

enough to create a feeling of being able to hide in the “crowd”. This also clarifies why we 

only found a main effect of camera presence on public self-awareness in the alone conditions. 

It suggests that cameras, merely by their own presence (i.e. without bystanders), can induce 

feelings of public self-awareness. However, as to be expected from the notion that reputation 
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is an ultimate motivation for the heroic behavior, this feeling only caused a positive 

behavioral change when there was an audience to impress. 

 We should briefly note strengths and limitations of the present research. Clearly, it is 

not easy to measure public self-awareness, in that explicitly asking about it could lead to an 

increase in self-awareness, because thinking about the questions implies thinking about the 

self (Silvia & Gendolla, 2001). Moreover, there was some tentative evidence suggesting that 

for our explicit measure, it was necessary for people to explicitly see the camera4. Together, 

these findings may hint at some complementary benefits of implicit measures for measuring 

public self-awareness or closely related concepts (for example, see Eichstaedt & Silvia, 

2003). We should also note that, although we think public self-awareness is important to 

understanding the present findings, we also think that is not the only relevant process. Indeed, 

for reputation concerns to exist, explicit public self-awareness is not the only prerequisite: 

Reputation concern is deeply rooted in human psychology and may therefore require little 

explicit awareness to influence prosocial behavior (Haley & Fessler, 2005). 

This study shows that not only criminal behavior can be affected by the presence of a 

security camera (Caplan, Kennedy, & Petrossian, 2011) but also the behavior of passers-by. 

Although security cameras are found almost everywhere, there are very few studies that 

investigate their influence on non-criminals, let alone how their presence interacts with what 

is repeatedly found to be one of the most essential factors when it comes to intervention, 

namely the presence of bystanders (see Fischer et al., 2011). One study looked into the effects 

of camera surveillance on helping behavior in general and found that security cameras 

                                                 
4 Analysis revealed a positive main effect of camera awareness, F(2,79) = 7.07, p < .01. Contrast analysis revealed that 
participants who did not explicitly see the camera while one was present scored lower on public self-awareness (M = 4.11, 
SD = 2.53) than people who did (M = 6.78, SD = 2.93), F(1,74) = 13.48, p < .001, but not lower than participants in the 
condition where there was no camera (M = 3.93, SD = 2.51), F(1,74) = .17, p = .68. This suggests that for the explicit 
measure of public self-awareness it was necessary to explicitly perceive it. There was also a marginal interaction between 
camera awareness, and bystander presence, F(2,74) = 2.78, p = .08, which showed that the effect of camera awareness on 
public self-awareness is only significant in the no bystander condition, (F[2,74] = 8.83, p < .001) but not in the bystander 
condition (F[2,74] = 1.92, p = .15). This indicates that the influence of the presence of a security camera on self-awareness 
may be too subtle to be explicitly experienced, especially in the presence of the (much less subtle) presence of others. 
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increase helping if people are high in need for approval (van Rompay et al., 2008). Thus even 

without incorporating a bystander condition, and using an item dropping paradigm, they 

found similar results revealing that reputation concerns are very important in helping. As 

research shows that bystanders play such an imperative role in the decision whether to 

intervene or not, and there are different possible behavioral outcomes for paradigms with 

normal helping behaviors versus heroic (civil courage) behaviors (Greitemeyer et al., 2006), 

we propose that the current study contributes to the wealth of knowledge about bystander 

intervention.  

Clearly, the relevance of the present findings should be emphasized, as cameras have 

become more and more part of everyday life in many societies in the western world. We 

suggest the overall utility of cameras, even though they may be sometimes intrusive and 

violating privacy needs, can be can be considerable. In light of this discussion, we wish to 

note that the attenuation, or elimination, of the bystander effect, may have various positive 

outcomes for enhancing safety in societies. Indeed, bystanders, or “informal guardians” have 

an important role in preventing crime (e.g., Cohen & Felson, 1979). Perhaps the regulating 

power of cameras may help reinforce social norms that prescribe intervention, as well as 

helping and civic cooperation (see Balliet & Van Lange, 2013). 

Conclusion

 Since the classic research by John Darley and Bibb Latané (1968), the bystander 

effect is often viewed as one of the most universal phenomena in psychological science. 

Moreover, it has proven to be a genuine challenge to uncover the key moderators that might 

help explain this effect as well as contribute to scientifically informed policy for reducing 

crime. The present research therefore helps to illuminate what may attenuate the bystander 

effect: the presence of cameras. Using a realistic face-to-face situation involving high risk 

and time pressure, we showed that the presence of bystanders does not necessarily imply 
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inaction (or failure to intervene), as the classic bystander effect suggests. In particular, the 

present findings revealed that the camera is able to increase intervention when people are 

otherwise least like to help — when other bystanders are present. As such, the present 

research contributes to an important theoretical insight: Cameras can trigger action in people 

in a situation where intervention can be seen as quite heroic. And from a societal perspective, 

cameras may cause a direct reduction of crime (as they might showcase the crime itself), as 

well as an indirect reduction of crime, in that they showcase the helpers, the people who 

“intervene to be seen”, especially when other people are around. Sometimes cameras help 

people to help people. 
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The Lonely Bystander: Social Exclusion Leads to Less Helping, Even in the Presence of 

Others. 

After wandering away from her mother, a two year old girl got run over by a van at a 

busy market street in China. The driver of the van chose to ignore the accident, and drove 

away. As the girl lay on the ground, clearly in agony, many passers-by also ignored her 

suffering. Another car even drove over her, as if she was invisible, or simply did not exist. It 

took over seven minutes before someone finally offered help and picked the girl of the street 

(Chin, 2011). The phenomenon that people treat others as if they are invisible, is often 

referred to as ostracism, or social exclusion, however, the problem of people failing to help 

others in need, can often be explained by the bystander effect.  

The bystander effect refers to the phenomenon that people are less likely to help a 

person in need when there are other bystanders around. At first glance, the bystander effect 

and behaving as if someone does not exist (social exclusion), may seem like very similar 

phenomena. Both phenomena received considerable attention in academic literature; 

however, to our knowledge, up until now, there has been no research on if, and how the two 

phenomena are related to each other. More specifically, little is known about the extent to 

which the experience of social exclusion may influence the helping- or intervention behavior 

of bystanders in the presence of others.  

At the intersection of both phenomena where psychological processes may play a key 

role – in particular, is the need to belong. This basic human need explains why people are 

strongly motivated to belong to others (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). When this need becomes 

thwarted —for instance when people are socially excluded— it can have very negative 

outcomes for these socially excluded individuals (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Williams & 

Nida, 2011). In the present paper we propose that, ultimately, social exclusion may also have 

negative consequences for others: We will investigate the possibility that the bystander effect 
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may be partially driven by inclusionary needs, or that the negative influence of the presence 

of others on helping, occurs independently of these needs. 

Whereas studying the bystander effect in terms of inclusionary needs could gain 

insight in the underlying processes, it could also provide more insight into how people cope 

with being excluded. Recent research provides evidence that people whose need to belong is 

thwarted, for instance because they were socially excluded, become less prosocial in general 

(Twenge, Baumeister, DeWall, Ciarocco, & Bartels, 2007). We reason that to fully 

understand this decline of helping, we must study this behavior in the presence of others. For 

instance, helping others is a great way to obtain a positive reputation especially when others 

are around (see Van Bommel, Van Prooijen, Elffers, & Van Lange, 2012). Thus, in order to 

regain a sense of belongingness after being socially excluded, helping or prosocial behavior 

could be a great strategy if there are enough people present. To gain a more thorough 

understanding of the decline in prosocial behavior in general, in this paper, we will look at 

prosocial behavior after social exclusion through the lens of the bystander effect. 

The Bystander effect 

One of the most important reasons for why people fail to help those in need can be 

found in the bystander effect. The bystander effect means that people help others in need less 

quickly and less frequent when other people are around (Latané & Darley, 1968). It has been 

replicated many times in numerous different settings, and happens with many different 

helping behaviors (e.g., Fischer et al., 2011; Latané & Nida, 1981). The bystander effect 

became well known after the case of Kitty Genovese, a young nurse who got violently 

attacked and killed (Latané & Darley, 1968). Later research has replicated the effect in 

criminal situations (Van Bommel, Van Prooijen, Elffers, & Van Lange, 2014), but has also 

found that it happens in other situations, like accidents (e.g., falling Latané & Darley, 1968), 

and in more common situations such as when people are asked to make a donation to charity 



The Lonely Bystander 
  

  65 

(Garcia et al., 2002), or when people ask for social support on an online forum (Van Bommel 

et al., 2012). Because of these many replications in different situations, the bystander effect is 

known as one of the most robust phenomena in social psychology: Research has found time 

and time again that the presence of others influences how likely people are to help (Fischer et 

al., 2011; Latané & Nida, 1981). Therefore, when studying prosocial behavior —especially 

helping behavior— it could often be fruitful to take the presence of others into account.  

Some underlying psychological processes involved in the bystander effect could be 

closely related to the need to belong. For instance, one reason why people often fail to 

intervene when someone is in need while others are around, is referred to as audience 

inhibition. People are afraid to stand out by helping when no one else helps, as they may fear 

losing poise (Tice & Baumeister, 1985), or generally look foolish. And sometimes, people are 

afraid to intervene as they fear that other bystanders think they are responsible for causing the 

emergency or problem in the first place (Cacioppo, Petty, & Losch, 1986). In other words, 

people fear that intervening may cause harm to their fulfillment of their need to belong. 

Whether or not people help during an emergency situation is often understood in 

terms of outweighing costs of helping such as time, money and potential physical harm, 

versus the benefits of helping, such as anticipated positive emotions (pride and joy), while 

avoiding negative emotions (e.g., shame and guilt), and having actual empathic concern 

(Dovidio et al., 1991). When other bystanders are around, diffusion of responsibility— the 

tendency to ascribe responsibility to help a needy person to the other bystanders and thereby 

diminishing one’s own— often causes the balance of this cost-reward analysis to tip in favor 

of non-intervention. For instance, people are less likely to experience much guilt as a result of 

such diminished sense of personal responsibility. Based on this cost-reward perspective we 

will reason how social exclusion can change the bystander effect.  

Social exclusion  
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Social exclusion refers to social behavior where someone is being ignored and 

excluded (Williams, 2007), often by others who do not give a reason for this behavior. 

Typically, an exclusion manipulation in the lab consists of either giving false feedback on a 

personality test, stating that the participant will likely live a lonely life (Baumeister, Twenge, 

& Nuss, 2002), or by a virtual ball tossing game (e.g., Cyberball; Williams, Cheung, & Choi, 

2000). Often, when the ball-tossing game is used to study social exclusion, after a few trials, 

the participant will be either completely ignored by others, receive the ball about an equal 

number of times, or receive the ball virtually all the time (e.g., Van Beest & Williams, 2006; 

Williams et al., 2000). This latter condition is added to better compare exclusion and 

inclusion, as complete inclusion and complete exclusion could both make a participant feel 

conspicuous about the procedure. Results from over-inclusion and inclusion are then 

compared to rule out the effects are driven by this feeling of conspicuousness. 

Despite the different approaches, many similar outcomes emerge from both laboratory 

paradigms. One of the most negative outcomes for a socially excluded individual is that their 

need to belong feels thwarted. However, being socially excluded also impedes several other 

needs, and it impacts the way people perceive the world and themselves. For instance, people 

often experience lower levels of meaningful existence, feel that they are not in control 

anymore, and experience low self-esteem (Williams, 2007). In the long, run social exclusion 

can have severe psychological implications, as might increase the risks of suicidal ideation 

and depression (Williams & Nida, 2011). Unsurprisingly, it is sometimes referred to as a 

“social death penalty” (Ouwekerk, Kerr, Gallucci, & Van Lange, 2005).  

Social exclusion and the Bystander Effect  

Social exclusion has such a tremendous impact on people, it may even influence the 

very robust bystander effect. We propose two alternative hypotheses. First, because social 

exclusion makes people feel “numb” (DeWall & Baumeister, 2006) , it could decrease 
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helping in general (see also Twenge et al., 2007) even though helping is already less likely 

due to the presence of others. On the other hand, socially excluded individuals may use the 

opportunity of helping to overcome the negative outcomes of being socially excluded, 

especially when other bystanders are present. In the following sections we will elaborate on 

both possibilities. 

Social exclusion leads to less helping. Previous research indicated that social 

exclusion activates a set of bodily responses that reduce both physical and emotional pain 

(DeWall & Baumeister, 2006). When people are told that they will live a lonesome life, they 

seem less receptive towards their own physical and emotional pain, i.e. they become numb. 

This sensation of numbness may diminish intervention in bystander situations. Furthermore, 

not only do previously excluded individuals become numb towards negative emotions, they 

also think that they will experience forthcoming positive emotions to a lesser degree. The 

elation and pride that one may feel after helping another person is thus not anticipated. 

Moreover, the negative emotions one experiences after failing to provide help, such as guilt 

or shame, are less anticipated, which causes socially excluded people to help less. A related 

notion is that socially excluded individuals are also less sensitive towards the needs, feelings 

and pain of others. Indeed, socially excluded individuals are less likely to empathize with 

people’s problems whether the problems are emotional (a romantic breakup) or physical (a 

broken leg; DeWall & Baumeister).  

Moreover, recent research provided evidence that socially excluded individuals 

indeed behave less prosocially (Twenge et al., 2007). For instance, people who were socially 

excluded by means of the Cyberball paradigm, were less likely to donate to charity. Prosocial 

behavior —such as helping a person in need— sometimes emerges from the feeling of 

responsibility that people feel towards each other, as well as from the likelihood of 

reciprocity that someone in a community will help in return (Rand, Greene, & Nowak, 2012). 
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Social exclusion may lead people to feel less like they are connected to a community in 

general. They may feel less responsible towards others, and think it is less likely that their 

good behavior will be reciprocated or otherwise rewarded. Moreover, social exclusion 

reduces the feeling of trust (Twenge et al., 2007), which is very important for cooperative 

behavior and interaction (Balliet & Van Lange, 2013). In classical bystander situations, trust 

may especially be important as the person who intervenes needs to rely on possible back up if 

something goes wrong. Particularly in more dangerous situations, for example when there is 

safety in numbers, it becomes less likely that an untrusting individual will intervene (see also, 

Fischer et al., 2011). In short, from both an empathic perspective on helping (see Batson et 

al., 1989), a social exchange perspective, or a cost-reward perspective on helping (see, 

Dovidio et al., 1991), intervention will decrease when people are socially excluded, even 

when they are already less likely to help due to the presence of bystanders. 

Social exclusion leads to more helping. On the other hand, social exclusion could 

lead to more helping in need-situations when other bystanders are around. In the following 

section we will further elaborate on this notion. One could think that the bystander effect 

itself is a form of social exclusion, one where the bystanders socially exclude the person in 

need. Indeed, research on bullying and bystanders shows that the bullied often experiences 

sensations that are very similar to socially excluded individuals especially when no one 

supports the victim (Flaspohler, Elfstrom, Vanderzee, Sink, & Birchmeier, 2009). A recently 

socially excluded person may, therefore, more easily identify and empathize with a person in 

need who does not obtain any help. Indeed, research shows that people tend to underestimate 

the feeling of being socially excluded, until they experience it themselves (Nordgren, Banas, 

& MacDonald, 2011). Because the similarity of the situation of a person in need who fails to 

obtain help from others in his or her presence, and that of being socially excluded, empathic 
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concern is easily accessible, and could thus leads to more helping by the socially excluded 

individual.  

Furthermore, people may use helping to overcome the negative consequences of being 

socially excluded. First of all, one may think that helping could fulfill many basic needs. For 

instance, it can give a person a feeling of control and a sense of meaning. Thus being socially 

excluded, which leads to a lowered sense of meaningful existence and control, could lead to a 

general rise in prosocial behavior as people are trying to regain it. Previous research, 

however, does not support this notion and shows that prosocial behavior in general actually 

declines when people are socially excluded (Twenge et al., 2007). However, socially 

excluded individuals do try to bolster their self-esteem by engaging in bravado (Williams et 

al., 2002). This bravado could lead in a bystander situation, that socially excluded people go 

against what the other bystanders do, and engage in actual brave behavior, namely to help the 

person in need. Related to this concept is that social exclusion sometimes leads to less self-

control and more impulsive behavior (DeWall & Baumeister, 2006). Research found that 

people who are more impulsive, as in having a lower behavioral inhibitions are less 

influenced by the presence of apathic others when a person is in need (van den Bos et al., 

2009). 

In addition, there is a different negative consequence from being socially excluded 

that plays a particularly important role in bystander situations, namely the feeling that you are 

not seen as a worthy person. We reason that especially in the case of a bystander effect 

situation, helping could be used as a reputation management tool. People who think that 

others have a low opinion of them, because they have recently been socially excluded, may 

use helping as an approach to make themselves look good again. Indeed, research shows that 

helping behavior —such as giving to charity— is associated with many positive outcomes, 

like high status and even being chosen more often as a cooperation or mating partner (Hardy 
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& Van Vugt, 2006; Jensen-Campbell et al., 1995). Unsurprisingly there is ample evidence 

that in some situations, people help others as a means of impression management (e.g., 

Hopkins et al., 2007; Van Bommel et al., 2012, 2014). It stands to reason that helping is 

much more effective as a form of reputation management when many people are around, 

which could make prosocial behavior a very appealing option for socially excluded 

individuals. Indeed, there is some evidence to support this notion: Williams and Sommer 

(1997) found that women put more effort in a group project after they had been socially 

excluded, in the hopes to obtain a more positive image.  

To summarize, because socially excluded individuals may empathize more with a 

person in need in a bystander situation, and because socially excluded people may have less 

self-control, intervention in general may increase. Moreover, the bystander effect could be 

attenuated or reversed, as socially excluded individuals may be keen to obtain a good 

reputation, which from a cost-reward perspective, is more efficient in the presence of others.  

Present Study 

In the current study we will conduct a first critical test of how a recently experienced 

state of social exclusion influences the intervention behavior of people when they encounter 

someone in need. For this we will use the Cyberball paradigm to create three levels of social 

inclusion, namely social exclusion, proportional inclusion, and over-inclusion. To measure 

the amount of help given, we will make use of a forum paradigm, where people read 

messages of others in emotional distress, on a crowded or empty internet forum.  

Method

Participants and Design  

A total of 138 participants (77 female, 61 male; mean age = 20.10, SD = 2.56) were 

randomly assigned to one of six conditions in our 2 (bystanders: none vs. two) x 3 (social 

inclusion: exclusion vs. proportional inclusion vs. over-inclusion) between-participants 
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factorial design. For their participation, participants received €2.50 (roughly $3 in American 

currency) or course credits. 

Procedure and Materials 

Participants were invited to join a study consisting of two parts. Upon arrival they 

were seated in separate cubicles that each contained the computer on which the materials 

were presented. At the start of the experiment, the experimenter asked participants for their 

full names and email address, in order to make a supposedly real account for an internet 

forum.  

The first part of the experiment contained the Cyberball paradigm (see Williams & 

Jarvis, 2006). In this paradigm participants play virtual a ball tossing game with two other 

people. The behaviors of the two other people were in fact preprogrammed responses. In the 

exclusion condition, participants received the ball the first three times, but then were 

excluded from the game by the other players. In the proportional inclusion condition, 

participants received the ball about 33% of the time (which indicates an equal amount of ball 

possession among all three players), where in the over-inclusion condition participants had 

possession of the ball for 80% of the game. 

The second part of the experiment was about communication on the internet, and was 

presented as being independent from the first part. Participants were instructed to read 

messages on an ostensibly real internet forum, and reply to these if they so preferred. 

Depending on the condition, we presented the forum as visited by many people (around 30 

visitors online at each given moment during the experiment), or just a few (0 visitors at the 

moment of the experiment). The messages were supposedly selected by computer and would 

all be new messages which had not (yet) received any response. If participants did not want 

to reply they could —after a short reading time— skip to another message, until a total of five 

messages were read. 
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Each message was presented in random order, and was around the same number of 

characters (M =1262 characters, SD = 22.52). The content of each message was a short story 

ostensibly written by a person in emotional distress. One message was about a person who 

was severely depressed. Another was from a person who just found out the cancer of her 

partner had returned. One was about someone suffering from anorexia. Another message was 

supposedly written by someone in a “quarter life crisis”, who did not know what to do with 

his life. One more message came from someone who had problems with a breakup: they were 

still in the same class but did not want to see each other.  

Measures 

Fundamental needs. 

After the Cyberball game, participants received a short questionnaire about the four 

fundamental needs (see, Zadro, Williams, & Richardson, 2004). On each item of this 

questionnaire, participants could indicate how much they agree with the statement based on a 

seven point likert-scale (1 = Completely disagree, 7 = Completely agree). 

Belonging was measured by four items: “I did not feel accepted by the other 

participants” (reverse scored), “I felt I had made a bound with (one or more of) the other 

participants”, “I felt like I had made a connection with (one or more of) the other 

participants”, and “I felt like an outsider during the game” (reverse scored). These four items 

were averaged into one reliable scale (  = .86). 

Control consisted of the aggregate of three items: “I could throw the ball as often as I 

wanted”, “I felt somewhat frustrated while I played the game” (reverse scored), “I felt in 

control during the game” (  = .75). 

Self-esteem was also measured by three items, namely “I felt good about myself 

during the game”, “I felt that the other participants failed to perceive me as a worthy and 

likeable person” (reverse scored), and “I felt somewhat inadequate while I was playing the 
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game” (reverse scored). The average of the three items were combined into one reliable scale 

(  = .79). 

Meaningful existence was the last need to be measured and consisted of the following 

three items: “I felt that my performance [such as catching the ball, deciding whom to throw it 

to] had an effect on the direction of the game”, “I felt non-existent during the game” (reverse 

scored), and “I felt like my existence was meaningless during the game” (reverse scored). 

These items were averaged into one reliable scale (  = .68). 

Prosocial behavior. 

Helping behavior was measured by summing the number of supporting messages they 

wrote to the people in distress on the forum. This could range from 0 to 5.  

Results

Manipulation checks 

 We expected that participants in the exclusion condition would experience less need 

fulfillment than participants who were socially included. An analysis of variance (ANOVA) 

yielded a main effect for social inclusion on Belonging, F(2,135) = 76.41, p < .001, 2 = .52; 

Control, F(2,135) = 57.22, p < .001, 2 = .45; Self-esteem, F(2,135) = 28.95, p < .001, 2 = 

.29; and Meaningful-existence, F(2,135) = 61.14, p < .001, 2 = .47. Contrast analyses show, 

as expected, that participants in the exclusion condition felt lower levels of belonging, 

control, self-esteem, and meaningful existence, than participants who were not excluded. For 

a full overview of means and standard deviations see Table 4.1.  
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Table 4.1. Means and standard deviations of the fulfillment of the four needs per type of 
social exclusion.  
 Exclusion 

 
 
Mean 

 
 
 
SD 

Proportional 
Inclusion 
 
Mean 

 
 
 
SD 

Over- 
inclusion  
 
Mean 

 
 
 
SD 

Belonging 2.23 0.94 4.57*** 1.39 4.99 † 1.07 

Control 2.73 1.02 4.62*** 1.48 5.29** 0.98 

Self-esteem 4.01 1.33 5.31*** 1.30 5.82* 0.82 

Meaningful  
existence 

3.07 1.03 5.39*** 1.21 5.34 1.18 

Note. † < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 , *** p < 0.001, values based on contrast analyses with the 
contrast set to compare the value in the previous column.  

Helping 

First, in line with the bystander effect we expected that people would help less when 

other visitors where online, than when the participant was the only visitor. Indeed, a 2 

(Bystanders Absent vs. Bystanders Present) x 3(Social Inclusion: Exclusion vs. Proportional 

Inclusion vs. Over-inclusion) ANOVA showed a main effect of bystander presence, as 

participants helped significantly less in the presence of bystanders (M = 1.45, SD = 1.52) than 

when they were alone (M = 2.04, SD = 1.68), F(1,132) = 4.57, p = .03, 2 = .03.  

Second, as expected, we found that the level of social inclusion significantly 

influenced helping behavior, F(2,132) = 4.39, p = .01, 2 = .05. Contrast analyses showed 

that, in line with the view that social exclusion makes people less prosocial, people in the 

social exclusion condition helped significantly less (M = 1.20 , SD = 1.53), than people in 

both inclusion conditions (M = 2.00 , SD = 1.62), F(1,132) = 7.46, p < .01, 2 = .04. There 

was no significant difference in helping between the two inclusion conditions (M = 1.80 , SD 

= 1.57 for proportional inclusion; M = 2.19 , SD = 1.65 for over-inclusion), F(1,132) = 1.28, 

p = .26. This indicates that the increase in helping of socially included participants, cannot be 

explained by feelings of conspicuousness.  
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Lastly, we tested if the bystander effect was moderated by whether or not participants 

were socially included, or if the negative influence of the presence of others stays the same. 

The ANOVA did not yield a significant interaction between the presence of bystanders and 

levels of inclusion on the amount of help given, F(2,132) = .72, p = .49. This suggests that 

the influence of bystander presence was similar for each level of social inclusion, and vice-

versa, the bystander effect may happen independent of feelings of inclusion people 

experience.  

General Discussion 

The present research was designed to replicate the bystander effect and to provide a 

first critical test of two competing hypotheses: First, one line of reasoning is that intervention 

will decrease when people are socially excluded, even when they are already less likely to 

help due to the presence of bystanders. Second, an alternative line of reasoning would imply 

that the bystander effect could be attenuated or reversed, as helping is a good way of 

obtaining a good reputation, especially in the presence of others. In support of the first 

hypothesis, we found two main effects: One for the presence of others, replicating the classic 

bystander effect, and —extending the literature on helping behavior— a main effect for level 

of social inclusion. People helped others less in the presence of others, and less when they 

were socially excluded.  

Moreover, the current study is, to our knowledge, the first to directly test if the 

bystander effect may occur independent of feelings of inclusion. The manipulation of social 

exclusion and bystander presence in the current study yielded clear negative main effects for 

social exclusion and bystander presence on giving social support, but we found no 

interaction. The negative influence of both social exclusion and the presence of others on the 

willingness to help happened independently of the level of the other: Even when people were 
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already less likely to help due to social exclusion, people still helped less in the presence of 

others. 

The results are in line with the notion that people who were recently socially excluded 

often feel numb: They experience a type of coping mechanism which makes them less likely 

to feel the negative emotions that come with being socially excluded (DeWall & Baumeister, 

2006). Numbness may decrease prosocial behavior via several different psychological 

mechanisms. Future research could aim to disentangle which mechanism underlies the 

diminished amount of social support given while there are bystanders present and people are 

feeling socially excluded, at the same time. However, it is possible that they work in 

conjunction of each other. We would like to address two such mechanisms in particular: Both 

of which were previously suggested as important indicators to whether or not people help 

during bystander effect situations. 

First, numbness makes people less capable of empathizing with others: When people 

do not currently experience (emotional) pain themselves, it often creates an empathy gap in 

which they tend to underestimate the suffering of others (Nordgren et al., 2011). From 

research about bystander intervention it became evident that the perceived severity of the 

situation and often related, the distress of the person in need, is a significant indicator of 

whether people help or not. The more evident the need is, the more likely people are willing 

to help (e.g., Fischer et al., 2011).  

Another way by which numbness can decrease helping is by changing the cost-reward 

ratio of helping. To decide whether or not to help others in need, people often make an 

(implicit) cost-reward analysis (e.g., Dovidio et al., 1991). Numbness may change the 

outcome of this analysis to favor non-intervention: DeWall and Baumeister (2006) found 

evidence that socially excluded people do not only feel less pain, they feel less emotions in 

general. It is possible that this includes peoples’ feeling of responsibility. In research on the 
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bystander effect, feelings of responsibility are found to be highly positively related to helping 

behavior, but are often diffused by the presence of others (diffusion of responsibility, see 

Garcia et al., 2002). It is possible that numbness diffuses these feelings even more. 

Consequently, the cost of not helping may diminish as people feel less guilty when they fail 

to help. Additionally the cost-benefit scale can tip even more in favor of the decision to not 

help, because socially excluded people not only become numb towards negative feelings, 

they may also experience positive feelings to a lesser degree. Thus the joy and feelings of 

meaning that may come from helping someone may be less anticipated and experienced. In 

short, not helping becomes less costly when one is socially excluded, and at the same time 

helping becomes less rewarding.  

The bystander effect became well known because of the terrible stories about 

bystanders failing to intervene during severe crimes and accidents. In the current study, we 

focused on a less risky situation with a more low cost helping behavior, namely simply 

responding to a message of a person in distress. Because people who are socially excluded 

feel numb and less in control, we thought this low threshold may yield more helping 

behavior. Indeed, looking at the combined negative influence of social exclusion and the 

presence of others on giving social support, it would be very likely that no-one would have 

helped at all, if the threshold of helping was higher. Moreover, previous research has shown 

that the processes in this type of situation may be very similar to those of the more classical 

bystander studies (Van Bommel et al., 2012, 2014). Lastly, we think it is important to note 

that the intervention in the current study does not reflect mere behavioral intentions, but 

actual behavior. Participants thought that they were responding to, or ignoring a real person 

in need. Taken together, the low threshold of helping and the actual measurement of behavior 

may make the forum paradigm particularly useful for research where the likelihood of 

helping is not very high. 
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Concluding remarks 

With increasing individualization in certain communities, people may feel socially 

excluded (Murie & Musterd, 2004). This may already be disadvantageous for the individual 

and the community itself, because it is related to lower levels of trust and cooperation (Balliet 

& Van Lange, 2013). However, the current research suggests that in such communities 

people may also be less likely to help each other in bystander effect situations. Above and 

beyond the number of bystanders, the feelings of exclusion or disconnectedness may lead 

people to intervene, support, or help each other less. Certainly, people who needed help and 

are ignored by others who witnessed their suffering, may feel even more isolated than before. 

Moreover, other bystanders may interpret the inaction as a sign that social exclusion is 

common in this community: They start to perceive their community in terms of a collection 

of separate individuals, instead of a cohesive community. Taken together, the current 

research unveils that such events could chain into a spiral of exclusion and bystander apathy. 

It may therefore be important to prevent people from feeling excluded and promote a sense of 

community. One way would be to increase feelings of inclusion by introducing shared 

facilities such as parking lots, smoking zones, and gardens.  

Decades of research have indicated that the bystander effect is a robust phenomenon, 

and hard to attenuate or reverse (Fischer et al., 2011; Latané & Nida, 1981). It became well 

known for its detrimental outcome for victims of violent crimes and accidents; moreover, 

because it may happen in many areas of peoples’ lives, the bystander effect could be 

considered detrimental for society in general. The threat of social exclusion is often 

(implicitly) used to benefit society, because it increases the likelihood of cooperation 

(Ouwekerk et al., 2005). However, once someone actually becomes socially excluded, the 

current research suggests that, just like the bystander effect, it is very hard to reverse or 
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attenuate the negative social consequences. Because there is no turning back, social exclusion 

indeed seems like a social death penalty, which makes people feel helpless and less helpful.  
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Booze, Bars, and Bystander Behavior: People who Consumed Alcohol Help Faster in the 

Presence of Others. 

Imagine having dinner with three colleagues in a nice, but crowded restaurant. 

Suddenly you hear some loud coughing sounds. The sounds seem to come from a man who 

sits alone at a table not too far from yours. Slowly his face turns red, and you suspect he is 

choking. Would you leave your colleagues and help this man? From what we know about the 

bystander effect, especially when other people are around, helping is unlikely in this 

situation, or it may take a long time before someone helps. In the present study, however, we 

examine the possibility that if the dinner was accompanied by some glasses of wine, people 

may in fact be quite ready to intervene, even when other bystanders are around.  

Alcohol consumption is often seen as one of the most important determinants of anti-

social behaviors such as vandalism and interpersonal violence (Bushman, 1997; Graham et 

al., 1998). Indeed, research on violent offending consistently shows that a large proportion of 

all violent acts take place in pubs and clubs where large quantities of alcohol may be 

consumed (Allen, Nicholas, Salisbury, & Wood, 2003). Consuming alcohol, however, does 

not always induce antisocial behavior (Felson, Savolainen, Bjarnason, Anderson, & Zohra, 

2011). In this paper, we discuss the possibility that the consumption of alcohol can have an 

opposite effect: Alcohol consumption in some contexts could lead to pro-social behavior. To 

be more precise, we will study the effects of alcohol consumption in the context of the 

bystander effect. 

The Bystander Effect  

Since the early work of Darley and Latané (1968) it has become clear that the 

presence of bystanders exerts a negative influence on helping- or intervention behavior: 

When there are more bystanders, people help less frequently. At the same time, research 

shows that people also make the decision to help less quickly when there are others around, 
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even though a quick response could have completely changed the outcome and, for example, 

save a victim from heart attack.

The bystander effect became widely known through news reports about bystanders of 

violent crimes who neglected to intervene sufficiently or timely. For instance, Latané and 

Darley (1968) started their research into the bystander effect after a young nurse was 

violently raped and murdered (for details, see Manning et al., 2007). Because interpersonal 

violence often takes place at social gatherings where drinking is involved (Allen et al., 2003), 

to fully understand bystander behavior, we must understand the effects of alcohol on 

intervening in the presence of others. In this paper, we outline and empirically test the notion 

that alcohol consumption can cause bystanders to overcome the inhibitory effects of the 

presence of others in helping situations.  

The decision to help or not is often based on an implicit calculation in which people 

outweigh the (emotional) costs and benefits of helping, versus those of not helping (Dovidio 

et al., 1991). Latané and Darley (1970) developed a multi-stage model which describes 

bystander intervention during an emergency on a step by step basis: 1 Noticing the 

emergency; 2 Interpreting it as an actual emergency; 3 Taking responsibility to help; 4 

Deciding how to help; 5 Implementing the help. At each of the five steps, when others are 

present, several psychological processes make the balance between the perceived costs and 

benefits of helping versus not helping, tip towards the latter. We outline three processes. 

First, a well-known process is referred to as diffusion of responsibility. People have a 

diminished sense of responsibility as they attribute the responsibility across other bystanders. 

Responsibility is shared, which clouds a feeling of personal responsibility. Moreover, 

sometimes people are confident that someone else will intervene, and thus there is no need 

for them to intervene themselves, but other times people ask themselves why they have to be 

the one to intervene when no-one else does (e.g., Weesie, 1993). For instance, in the dinner 
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example we started this paper with, why would you go and ask if the man needs help while 

the waiter staff, or a colleague could also do it? Second, another process which makes it less 

likely that people take the next step is pluralistic ignorance. This entails that people look at 

the behavior of others to gauge the correct or normative response in a situation. Because no 

one in the restaurant is helping the man who may be choking, it could lead to everyone 

thinking that helping the man is inappropriate, thus causing people to intervene much too late 

or not at all (Clark & Word, 1972; Latané & Rodin, 1969). Third, there is audience 

inhibition, which entails that people feel inhibited when there is an audience (other 

bystanders) around, because they fear to be evaluated negatively when they decide to step out 

of the crowd and intervene. 

Audience inhibition can happen for at least two reasons. First, people fear they 

misinterpret the situation and help is actually not required. The choking man in the restaurant 

could just be coughing and looking red because he has a fever. Indeed, in a study by Tice and 

Baumeister (1985), it was unclear for actual participants whether or not an ostensible fellow 

participant was choking and needed help. They found that, in particular, highly masculine 

people were less likely to help, because they may have been more concerned about losing 

poise, and become embarrassed if their help proved unnecessary. The second reason for 

audience inhibition to occur is that people may be afraid to be associated with the problem or 

emergency in a negative way. For instance, Cacioppo, Petty, and Losch (1986) found that 

people sometimes expect to be seen as the cause of someone’s misfortune. For example, the 

waiter would perhaps not help the choking man, because he or she fears that people may 

think the waiter in some way caused the coughing. Moreover, the waiter may be afraid to be 

sued if the help provided (e.g. Heimlich maneuver) was implemented incorrectly. 

Thus, across a number of situations, the presence of bystanders exerts inhibitory 

effects on helping. Importantly, inhibition not only undermines helping, it also makes people 
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respond more slowly—which is important, especially as in most emergency situations time 

matters greatly (e.g., Latané & Darley, 1969).  

Alcohol Consumption and Helping 

Conventional wisdom holds that alcohol consumption is associated with multiple 

health and social concerns (Edwards, 1997). Despite the problems to individuals’ health, and 

the costly impact alcohol-related aggression and crime have on society, there could be some 

benefits associated with alcohol consumption: For example, alcohol can be used as a “social 

lubricant” which helps to smooth out social discourse (Monahan & Lannutti, 2000). Based on 

the notion that bystanders inhibit helping behavior, we outline three ways in which alcohol 

consumption may help overcome the problem of bystanders intervening too slow or not at all.  

1. Disinhibition. One of the main reasons alcohol changes social behavior is because 

it impairs cognitive functioning which is needed to inhibit certain social responses (e.g., 

intoxicated people are more likely to engage in self-disclosure, and sometimes aggression, 

than are non-intoxicated people; Pernanen, 1991; Steele & Southwick, 1985). This implies 

that the effects of alcohol may be very pronounced in situations in which people often inhibit 

their social responses, such as situations in which behaviors may yield negative consequences 

for one’s status, or which have potential physical risks (Steele, Critchlow, & Liu, 1985). 

These are precisely the types of situations that arise during a bystander situation, and which 

lead people to question whether they should intervene or not. Indeed, a recent study showed 

that when people were asked to think about a situation in which they behaved without 

inhibition, they were quicker to respond and helped more overall in a subsequent task, even 

when there were bystanders present (Van den Bos et al., 2009). Non-intoxicated (inhibited) 

people are capable of envisioning potential negative consequences of helping the choking 

man in the restaurant. For instance, they may fear embarrassment when it proves 

unnecessary. After some alcoholic drinks, however, cognitive functioning could already be 
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impaired enough to not even consider embarrassment. In short, the anxiety of bystanders for 

embarrassment over misjudging a situation could be reduced, and people may not consider 

that they could be held responsible for the misfortune of the person in need.  

2. Selective attention. Alcohol myopia is related to the process of cognitive 

impairment. It entails that alcohol consumption makes people more attentive to salient cues in 

the environment, while it decreases attention to less salient cues (Steele & Josephs, 1990; 

Hirsh, Galinsky, & Zhong, 2011). This narrowing of one’s perception could lead to an 

increase in helping, because the behavior of the person in need, like a victim of an accident or 

crime is possibly more salient than the bystanders who do nothing. The person in need may 

get more attention than the bystanders, because he or she is the focal point of a situation 

which is often novel, uncommon (see, Berlyne & Ditkofsky, 1976), and sometimes dangerous 

(Grant & MacDonald, 2005). Not noticing the inaction of other bystanders could lead people 

to interpret the situation as more serious, and cause them to have less doubt about what to do 

(Latané & Rodin, 1969). Moreover, it could diminish the likelihood of bystanders to diffuse 

their sense of responsibility, because they may hardly notice the presence of other bystanders. 

  

3. Behavioral expectation. Alcohol consumption can even change bystander behavior 

without actually affecting their cognitive functioning. In general, people expect to behave less 

inhibited when they are drunk. The mere belief of people that they are intoxicated still yields 

uninhibited behaviors, even when people did not drink alcohol at all (Freeman, Friedman, 

Bartholow, & Wulfert, 2010). People sometimes use alcohol as an excuse for their behavior 

when they violate a social convention (Critchlow, 1986). This ‘excuse function’ of alcohol 

could make it easier for people to intervene, because when helping proves unnecessary or 

unwanted, they can simply blame alcohol for their behavior.  
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Based on a cost-benefit perspective of helping (Dovidio et al., 1991), consuming 

alcohol could lead people to help more and faster in the presence of others: People sometimes 

use helping as a means to obtain a good reputation, especially when they are aware that 

bystanders can see their prosocial behavior (Van Bommel et al., 2014). Moreover, after 

consuming alcohol, people sometimes become more prone to the benefits of social behaviors, 

and much less to the negative consequences. For instance, intoxicated people are more likely 

to engage in risky sexual behaviors (Davis, Hendershot, George, Norris, & Heiman, 2007). 

Without having to worry about the risk of intervening while others are present, the benefits 

may become clearer and thus, the decision to intervene becomes easier. 

Study 5.1 

The first study was designed to provide an initial test of the notion that alcohol can 

diminish the negative influence of bystander presence on helping. In our pursuit of ecological 

validity, we faced several challenges. One is that we wanted to provide a test in a real world, 

rather than the lab, as drinking in the lab may be quite a different experience from drinking in 

a more natural, social setting such as a bar. Moreover, drinking in a lab may cause ethical and 

medical concerns. Taking these concerns into consideration, the study takes place in actual 

bars in Amsterdam, where we measure alcohol consumption, bystander presence, and helping 

behavior (including decision times) on an online forum which is presented on a laptop (see 

also Van Bommel et al., 2012).  

In line with the bystander effect, we expect to find that the presence of bystanders 

decreases the amount of help given, and that it increases the time people need to come to a 

decision to help. However, our focus lies mostly on the interaction effect of alcohol and 

bystander presence. Alcohol is known to influence cognitive functioning (“The wine made 

me less reflective” (Hull, 1981; Hull, Young, & Jouriles, 1986) and perception (“I only saw 

the man chocking”; Steele & Josephs, 1990), and alcohol can be used as an excuse (“The 
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alcohol made me do it”; Critchlow, 1986). We therefore expect that the presence of 

bystanders has no effect when people have consumed alcohol. Alternatively, based on the 

notion that people who consumed alcohol may be more prone to see social benefits but not 

the risks, people who consumed alcohol are more likely and quicker to help, especially when 

others are around.  

Method

Participants and design  

A total of 805 visitors (45 female, 35 male; mean age = 27.61, SD = 9.78) at five 

different bars near Amsterdam were randomly assigned to one of the two experimental 

conditions of our between participants design (bystander present vs. absent). For their 

participation participants could win a gift certificate worth €50,- (roughly $65 in American 

currency). Participants’ Blood Alcohol Content (BAC) ranged from 0.00 (completely sober) 

to 0.09%, (roughly 4 standard units of alcohol in one hour for a 160 pound adult male; 3 for a 

140 pound female), M = .017, SD = .02. 

Procedure 

 People visiting six small to middle sized bars in the evening after 7.00 PM were 

randomly approached and asked to participate in our study. We briefly explained that the 

study was about alcohol and behavior on an online forum. Participants were then asked if 

they would mind having their BAC measured by blowing in a breathalyzer at the end of the 

experiment. Participants received instructions via a laptop to read messages on an online 

forum (see also Van Bommel et al., 2012). These messages where all from people in 

emotional distress. For instance, one message was from a person whose partner was 

diagnosed with cancer. After reading a message, participants could decide to respond or 

simply skip it, until they have read a total of five messages.  

                                                 
5 The sample size was based on previous research with a similar paradigm (Van Bommel et al., 2012). 
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 At the end, participants received a short questionnaire about their experience on the 

forum and demographics. We then measured their BAC with a breathalyzer (Bactrack S pro, 

which has a detection range of 0.000 - 0.400% BAC). 

Measures 

Helping behavior. We measured how much help participants gave by totaling the 

number of messages they had written in response to the people in distress on the forum 

(ranging 0 - 5).  

Decision speed. Immediately when a message was displayed, a timer started which 

stopped when participants responded or when they chose to close the message. This measure 

for all the five stories was averaged into one measure of decision speed6. 

Alcohol consumption. We measured drinking behavior in three ways: We measured 

alcohol consumption by means of a breathalyzer, but also by asking how many alcoholic 

drinks they had consumed during the last three hours. Furthermore, participants were asked to 

answer the following statement: “Currently I am under the influence of alcohol” which they 

could answer on a 7-point Likert scale, 1 = completely disagree, 7 = completely agree. These 

three measures were standardized using z-scores and averaged into one reliable scale (  = 

.68). 

Bystanders. We measured the number of bystanders who were physically present in 

an estimated radius of 10 meters (or 32.81 feet) for each participant. We expected that these 

bystanders influence the outcome of our experiment as their presence could induce declined 

                                                 
6 Due to a programming error, 16 out of 400 response times were not correctly recorded and were treated as 

missing values.  
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feelings of personal responsibility and an increased feeling of unaccountability (see Garcia, 

Weaver, Moskowitz, & Darley, 2002)7. 

Results

Helping behavior. In line with the bystander effect, we expected that people would 

help less in the presence of others. Moreover, we expected that alcohol consumption would 

diminish or even reverse this effect. Analysis only revealed that the presence of actual 

bystanders in a 10m radius, alcohol consumption, and their interaction term, significantly 

explained the variance in helping behavior, R2 = .100, F(3,76) = 2.816, p = .045. As expected, 

the presence of others diminished the number of helping messages the participants sent, B = -

.060, t(76) = -2.079, p = .041, whereas alcohol consumption marginally increased helping 

behavior B = .469, t(76) = 1.783, p = .079. There was however no interaction effect for 

alcohol consumption and bystander presence, which indicates that the influence of bystanders 

on helping is the same for sober and “drunk” people, B = .034, t(76) = -.726, p = .470.  

Decision speed. The decision to help or not becomes more complicated by the presence 

of others. However, we expected that people who consumed alcohol would not consider these 

complications and thus, the presence of others will have no effect on decision times. The 

physical presence of actual bystanders in a 10m radius, alcohol consumption, and their 

interaction term significantly explained the variance in decision times, R2 = .107, F(3,76) = 

3.049, p = .034 (see Table 5.1).  

                                                 
7 Our online forum also included a manipulation whether there were 0 or 30 others online at the forum. Previous 

research revealed a robust bystander effect of this manipulation in a controlled laboratory setting (Van Bommel 

et al., 2012). The present study was conducted in noisy bars instead of in a carefully controlled laboratory, 

however, and it turned out that the effects of this rather subtle manipulation were hence overshadowed 

completely by the presence of actual bystanders in the bars. We therefore focus our presentation of the results 

only on actual bystander presence within a 10-meter radius of the participant. 
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Table 5.1  
Decision Time as a Function of Alcohol Consumption and Bystander Presence. 
 B SE(B)  
Included    

Alcohol consumption -2.86 4.38 -.07 

Bystander presence -1.31 .49 -.29** 
Alcohol consumption x Bystander 
presence -1.44 .77 -.21† 
Note: R2 = .107, F(3,76) = 3.049, p = .034). † p < .1, ** p < .01.  

 

As expected, we found a (marginal) interaction between alcohol consumption and the 

presence of bystanders on decision times, B = -1.441, t(76) = -1.870, p = .065. The nature of 

this interaction is depicted in Figure 5.1. The interaction indicates that for comparatively 

sober people (1 SD below the mean), the presence of others has no effect (t[76] = -.181 , p = 

.795) whereas people who consumed much alcohol (1 SD above the mean) actually become 

faster at reaching their decision in the presence of others (t[76] = -2.434, p < .01). 

 

Figure 5.1. Average decision time in seconds as a function for physical bystander presence 

and alcohol consumption, plotted for 1 SD above and below average alcohol consumption.  
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Discussion 

The first study revealed that alcohol may attenuate some of the disinhibiting effects of 

the presence of others on giving social support, by making people faster to decide whether to 

help or not. In line with previous research on helping behavior, we found that alcohol 

consumption increases helping behavior on a forum, whereas bystander presence decreases 

this behavior. However, contrary to expectations, there was no evidence that alcohol 

moderates the bystander effect when it comes to the amount of help given. Additionally, the 

data showed evidence for attenuation, or more precisely, a reversal of the bystander effect 

when looking at the decision time: People who consumed much alcohol (+ 1 SD) were 

actually faster in the presence of others. This suggests that the presence of others may 

activate people’s helping behaviors—leading them to help faster—if they drank alcohol. 

Taken what we learned from this first study we wanted to conduct the next study in 

larger bars, where we manipulated actual bystander presence through the use of confederates, 

and were helping behavior was not virtual, but visible to each bystander (cf. Van Bommel et 

al., 2014). Furthermore, we made it more difficult for people to simply ignore the situation 

and move on (as in clicking the “next” button) so that we could focus on actual response time 

to engage in help (versus decision time to help or not).  

Study 5.2 

In the current study, we empirically test the notion that alcohol can diminish the 

negative influence of bystander presence on helping. We test this by measuring the 

proportion of helping and the onset time of helping during an item dropping paradigm in a 

bar (see also, Latané & Dabbs, 1975). During the item dropping paradigm, we manipulate 

how many bystanders are present. Moreover, we measure the objective proportion of alcohol 

in participants’ blood by means of a breathalyzer. 

Method
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Participants and design  

A total of 1208 people (59 female, 61 male; mean age = 31.22, SD = 13.29) visiting 

one of four different middle to large sized bars in Amsterdam after 7.00PM voluntarily 

participated, and were randomly assigned to the bystander present condition or the alone 

condition. For their participation participants were eligible to win a gift certificate worth 

€50,- (roughly $65,- in American currency). We then measured their blood alcohol content 

with a breathalyzer (Alcovisor Sattelite, with a detection range from 0.000% to 0.400%). 

Participants’ BAC ranged from 0.00 (completely sober) to .19% (roughly 8 standard units of 

alcohol in one hour for a 160 pound adult male; 6 for a 140 pound female), M = .02, SD = 

.04. 

Procedure 

 Upon entering the bar, visitors were asked to sign an informed consent stating they 

were willing to participate in a study later that evening. After at least twenty minutes, 

participants who agreed were asked to sit at a table at an isolated location inside the bar, 

where the experiment would take place. At this table, there were either two confederates 

ostensibly filling out questionnaires, or there was no one at all. The two confederates sat next 

to each other, leaving two spots open on the other side of the table. The experimenter 

(female) sat next to the participant to explain what the questionnaire was about and that when 

the study was done, the participant would be asked to blow in the breathalyzer.  

 While the experimenter handed over the questionnaire, she deliberately knocked over 

a canister of twenty mouthpieces for the breathalyzer. The experimenter made sure every 

mouthpiece would fall out and roll over the floor. She would then hand over the questionnaire 

and slowly start picking up the mouthpieces at a rate of about one per five seconds, starting 

                                                 
8 The results of Study 5.1 suggested we needed more power, so we decided to recruit 120 participants for this 
study. 
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with the farthest first. At the time the canister was knocked over, an observer across the 

room, would start a stopwatch, and note down the time it takes the participant to engage in 

helping, and how long the participant would help. In the bystander condition, the bystanders 

were instructed to look up when the “accident” occurred, but they then continued filling out 

the questionnaire.  

 After the participants chose to help or not, and they finished the questionnaire, they 

were asked to blow in the breathalyzer. The BAC value was noted, the participant thanked 

and thoroughly debriefed.  

Measures 

Helping behavior. We quantified helping behavior by counting the number of 

mouthpieces the participant picked up. This could range from 0 to 20.  

Response time. As soon as the experimenter dropped the jar of mouthpieces, a 

confederate to the experimenter in an adjacent room would start a timer on a stopwatch. The 

timer was stopped as soon as the participant picked up the first mouthpiece. There was no 

response time for people who did not help. 

Alcohol consumption. We measured drinking behavior in four ways: We measured 

BAC by means of a breathalyzer, but also asked how many alcoholic drinks they had during 

the last three hours. Furthermore, we asked participants two questions, which they could 

answer on a 7-point Likert scale: “My current state is” with the answer anchors, 1 = 

completely sober, 7 = heavily intoxicated, and “At this moment alcohol influences my 

thought processes”, 1 = completely disagree, 7 = completely agree. These measurements 

were standardized using z-scores and combined into a reliable measure of alcohol 

consumption (  = .89). 

Results
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Helping behavior. In line with research on the bystander effect we expected that the 

presence of bystanders would diminish the number of mouthpieces picked up, however, we 

hypothesized that for people under the influence of alcohol, the bystander effect would 

diminish or even reverse. We regressed the number of mouthpieces picked up, on bystander 

presence (0 for not present, 1 for present), alcohol consumption, and their interaction term. 

As expected, we found that the presence of bystanders diminishes the number of pieces 

participants picked up B = -3.631, t(116) = -3.653, p < .001. However, there was no effect of 

alcohol consumption, nor an interaction effect (both p’s > .158). Still, the model did explain a 

significant portion of the variance in helping behavior, R2 = .077, F(3,116) = 5.371, p < .01.  

Reaction time. In line with research on the bystander effect, we expected that it would 

take people longer to engage in helping when others are present. However, we expected that 

alcohol consumption would attenuate or reverse this bystander effect. We regressed reaction 

time (in seconds) on bystander presence (0 for not present, 1 for present), alcohol 

consumption, and their interaction term (see Table 5.2).  

 

Table 5.2  
Decision Time as a Function of Alcohol Consumption and Bystander Presence. 
 B SE(B)  
Included    
Constant 3.96 .43  

Alcohol consumption 1.18 .41 .37** 

Bystander presence -.09 .65 -.02 
Alcohol consumption x Bystander 
presence -2.17 .76 -.37** 
Note: R2 = .124, F(3,116) = 3.584, p = .018). ** p < .01.  

 

First, we found a main effect for alcohol consumption, which indicates that people 

who consumed alcohol were in general slower to respond, B = 1.178, t(116) = -2.870, p < .01. 

Second, as expected, we found a significant interaction effect of bystander presence and 
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alcohol consumption B = -2.168, t(116) = -2.870, p < .01, showing that sober participants (- 1 

SD on the alcohol measure) took longer to help in the presence of bystanders than when alone 

(t[76] = 1.785, p = .055). Conversely, people under the influence of alcohol (+1 SD on the 

alcohol measure) responded faster in the presence of others, than when alone, t(76) = -1.963, 

p = .037 (see also Figure 5.2). 

 

 

Figure 5.2. Reaction time to engage in help as a function of bystander presence and alcohol 

consumption, plotted for 1 SD above and below average alcohol consumption.  

General Discussion 

 Taken together, the results reveal that alcohol consumption indeed changes the way 

potential helpers perceive a need situation with bystanders present. Alcohol consumption 

does not simply attenuate the influence of bystander presence on the decision making 

process, people who consumed alcohol actually became faster when others were around. 

People who consumed alcohol are sometimes slower to respond, as could be seen in the alone 

condition (but also see Maylor, Rabbit, & Kingstone, 1987). In the presence of bystanders, 

however, they responded much faster than sober people. This provides support for the notion 
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that alcohol makes people more “action-oriented” in the presence of others, as they are more 

prepared to take social risks. Helping can be used as a way of reputation management, 

especially when other people are around to witness the helpful behavior (see Hardy & Van 

Vugt, 2006). Sober people, however, may focus too much on the potential risk of helping, 

while others are around, such as embarrassment or confusion of responsibility. For people 

under the influence of alcohol, however, the decision to help becomes much easier: They feel 

less inhibited and have the capability to shrug of potential social risk by blaming a possible 

negative outcome on alcohol.  

The foremost finding from the current contribution is that alcohol does not simply 

attenuate the entire bystander effect, but only increases response speeds. This shows that the 

influences that seriously undermine helping and intervention (such as audience inhibition, 

confusion and diffusion of responsibility, and pluralistic ignorance) may slow down the 

decision process but do not actually change it. Indeed, people under the influence of alcohol 

in the presence of others were at least as fast as sober people who were alone. It seems that 

the complications caused by the presence of bystanders in the five-step model as proposed by 

Latané and Darley (1970) may simply be ignored by them. Under the influence of alcohol, 

people may not notice that no-one is helping and thus do not experience pluralistic ignorance 

before step 2. They may not think that someone else will provide help and thus may not 

experience diffusion of responsibility before step 3, and they may not worry about how to 

implement the help in step 4. Because the amount of help given remains the same, it may 

imply that people make their decision to act rather quickly based on the immediate situation, 

and then contemplate and search (in each step) for information that confirms the correctness 

of the decision. As drunk people are often cognitively more impaired, they may be less likely 

to go through this process of “false deliberation” (see also Waroquier, Marchiori, Klein, & 

Cleeremans, 2010).  
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  We would like to note some strengths and limitations of the current work. The 

manipulation of bystander presence on the internet forum (Study 5.1; footnote 7) yielded no 

effects. This does not undermine our main conclusions, however, as one may recognize the 

power of naturalistic influences (such as actual bystander presence while reading the distress 

messages)—especially when making the step from the lab to the field. But importantly, the 

first study helped us design a follow-up study in a naturalistic setting, and to make an 

informed decision to focus on the real presence of bystanders. Taken together with the 

helping situation itself, of which not one participant indicated suspicion that dropping the jar 

of mouthpieces was part of the experiment, this created a very believable and naturalistic 

setting in which to study the bystander effect: A setting in which the bystander effect may be 

very pronounced, as bars are a common setting for public violence (Allen et al., 2003). 

 The bystander effect has since the early studies (Latané & Darley, 1968) been 

described in terms of how likely people are to engage in helping behavior, and how quickly 

they help. The current contribution uncovers that although these outcomes may be 

interrelated, they may be driven by different independent processes. Reflecting on the 

example of the choking man in the restaurant in the beginning of this paper, it may be clear 

that not many people will help the man when other bystanders are around, whether they just 

had some drinks or not. However, in the presence of others, the “drinker” may have come to 

action just in time, whereas the sober person was elaborating so long, it is already too late. 

Indeed, the finding that alcohol can increase response time can hold very important 

outcomes, as when it comes to (the classic) bystander effect situations —such as crimes and 

sometimes horrible accidents— every second matters.  
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General Discussion: Wielding the Sword of Reputation. 

The presence of bystanders causes people to help or intervene less often and less 

quickly in an emergency or during a crime (Latané & Darley, 1968; Latané & Nida, 1981). 

This was the consensus for the first four decades of research on the bystander effect. In recent 

years, however, researchers began to identify specific situations in which the bystander effect 

does not occur, and sometimes even becomes reversed (Fischer & Greitemeyer, 2013; Fischer 

et al., 2011; Levine & Crowther, 2008). In the current dissertation I tried to understand the 

bystander effect while focusing on the role of reputation, and discovered that reputation can 

be utilized to reverse or attenuate the bystander effect. In this chapter I will summarize the 

main findings of each empirical chapter. Moreover, I will discuss the strengths and 

limitations of the dissertation, propose ideas for future research, and finally, provide some 

insights on the implications of the main findings.  

Chapter 2 focused on what would happen if people were reminded that they could be 

held accountable for their behavior and thus, that their behavior may have consequences for 

their reputation. To create a situation in which help was needed, in two studies, participants 

were asked to read messages on an online forum. Unbeknownst to the participants the forum 

messages were all made by the experimenters, and each message contained some form of 

emotional distress. One message was about a person who was depressed, another from a girl 

who found out her partner had cancer, there was a message from someone with anorexia, a 

person in a “quarter life crisis”, and finally, from someone who recently broke up with her 

partner. Certainly, a real intervention was not possible in these situations, but people could 

provide help by offering social support or even advice. The focus of the experiments was not 

only on helping behavior in general, however, but mostly on the extent to which people help 

in the presence of others. Therefore, to induce bystander presence, the number of visitors on 

the forum (0 vs. 30) was also manipulated. 
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In the two studies different types of accountability cues were used. First, the presence 

of the participants on the forum was made more salient, by giving it another color than the 

rest of the (ostensible) forum members. This was a way of making participants objectively 

more visible to the other visitors, or bystanders. The second focused on the mere feeling of 

visibility. Participants had a webcam specifically directed at them, while they read the forum 

messages. They were told that the webcam would only be used for a later part in the study. 

Both studies revealed that when participants were in the presence of virtual others, they were 

less likely to provide social support. When participants, however, were reminded of their 

reputation, they were actually more likely to help in the presence of others. Compared to 

participants in the bystander condition without an accountability cue, they wrote many more 

supporting messages to help the people they thought were in distress. In short, when 

accountability cues are introduced the bystander effect becomes reversed.  

Chapter 3 complemented and extended the findings from Chapter 2. This study 

explored the role of reputation on intervention behavior during an actual crime. Participants 

came into a lab and filled in a paper-and-pencil questionnaire containing filler items. While 

participants were almost done filling in the questionnaire, the experimenter announced that he 

would go to the bathroom, and would be back shortly. When participants were waiting for the 

experimenter to return, a confederate who pretended to be another participant stole money 

from the experimenter’s desk. Half of the participants were in the presence of others, whereas 

the other half was alone with the thief. Again results revealed that in the presence of others, 

people were less likely to intervene (such as stopping the thief, or questioning his actions 

aloud). When there was a security camera in the room, however, a different pattern emerged: 

compared to the group of participants in the presence of others without a camera, participants 

intervened more in the presence of others when a camera was present. These findings not 

only provide support for the generalizability of the findings of Chapter 2 to a realistic setting 
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involving an actual theft incident, but also demonstrate the impact that a security camera can 

have on bystanders. Specifically, the camera in this study was overseeing the entire situation: 

Where the focus of attention in the studies from Chapter 2 was always on the participants —

in those studies they were more visible compared to the others, or they had the camera 

pointed at them alone— in this study the camera was also pointed at the thief and the other 

bystanders. This shows again that for the increase in frequency of helping or intervention in 

the presence of others to occur, people do not have to actually be more visible compared to 

others. It seems plausible that the camera provides an accountability cue which really just 

acts as a cue to help people remember, or think about, how their behavior in the current 

situation can have a positive impact on their reputation.  

In Chapter 4 the role of social inclusion in the bystander effect was examined. To 

manipulate social inclusion, participants were asked to play a virtual ball tossing game 

(Cyberball, Williams & Jarvis, 2006). During the game participants ostensibly played with 

two other participants, which would hardly ever throw the ball to the participant (exclusion 

condition), throw the ball equally to each player (control condition), or throw the ball almost 

exclusively to the participant (over-inclusion condition). After this game, participants were 

introduced to the internet forum paradigm which was also used in Chapter 2 (participants 

could read messages of people in distress on a forum where the number of visitors present 

was manipulated). Based on theorizing on the need to belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) —

a body of literature that emphasizes the importance for people of fitting in with others— there 

were two alternative hypotheses. On the one hand it was expected that ostracized individuals 

become less sensitive towards emotional and physical pain of others, and consequently they 

would help less in general, even though they already are less likely to help due to the 

presence of others. On the other hand, it was reasoned that people try to obtain a good 

reputation by helping, and thus help more when they are ostracized, especially when there is 
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an audience. Again, results indicated that in the presence of others, people helped less. 

Moreover, results provided support for the notion that people who are socially excluded 

become less helpful in general. Taken together, the results support the notion that ostracized 

people become less sensitive towards people in need, even when they already were less 

helpful due to the presence of others. 

 Previous research and possibly also the results from Chapter 4 indicated that even 

though there is ample opportunity to gain a good reputation by helping, not everyone may 

dare to stand out of the crowd. In Chapter 5, it was reasoned that the presence of others 

makes the decision to help or not much more complex, due to processes such as diffusion of 

responsibility (Darley & Latané, 1968), confusion of responsibility (Cacioppo et al., 1986), 

and audience inhibition (Latané & Nida, 1981). Because alcohol impairs people cognitively 

and perceptually, people become less concerned about the presence of others, or may not 

even notice them. To test this, participants in bars in Amsterdam were asked to participate in 

one of two studies. Study 5.1 made use of the forum paradigm which was also used in 

Chapters 2 and 4, with some minor adjustments. In the middle of a bar in Amsterdam, on a 

laptop, people would read messages of others in distress. At the end their level of intoxication 

was measured by means of a questionnaire and a Breathalyzer which measured Blood 

Alcohol Content (BAC). Additionally, helping behavior was measured by counting the 

number of supporting messages participants wrote, and by measuring how quickly 

participants would respond to the messages in distress. Possibly because the manipulation of 

virtual bystanders was not strong enough in such a crowded and chaotic situation, there was 

only an effect of real people present (see below). Therefore, the second study took place in a 

secluded area of a bar, where it was possible to manipulate the number of (actual physical) 

bystanders. Again, alcohol consumption including BAC was measured. At the start of the 

experiment, while handing over the questionnaire, the experimenter dropped a case of 
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mouthpieces for the Breathalyzer. It was then measured how many pieces a participant would 

pick up, and how quick they came to action.  

 The results of Chapter 5 provided further support that the decision to help or not 

indeed becomes more complicated when there are more bystanders present. Although alcohol 

did not influence the amount of help given, it did influence the speed of helping: In Study 5.2 

participants were much slower to respond in the presence of others when they were sober. 

However, both studies show a remarkable decrease in reaction time for people who drank 

alcohol, and helped in the presence of others. Results revealed however, that alcohol did not 

influence the bystander effect in terms of the frequency or amount of help. Even though the 

amount of helping did not increase, this decrease in response time can have serious 

consequences in (classic) bystander effect situations, such as accidents, or violent crimes, as 

every second counts. Taken together, the findings suggest that the presence of bystanders 

indeed makes the decision to help more complicated, possibly because people are afraid to 

stand out. Because intoxicated people are cognitively and perceptually impaired (Steele & 

Josephs, 1990), generally behave more disinhibited (Steele & Southwick, 1985), and can use 

alcohol as an excuse for their behavior (Critchlow, 1986), they may care less about the 

possible embarrassment of others and thus help much more rapidly.  

Theoretical Contributions 

The current dissertation makes several important theoretical contributions to both the 

social psychological and the criminological literature. First, I found support that reputation 

indeed plays a role in Latané and Darley's (1970) decision tree that describes which steps 

bystanders have to take before they finally intervene, but at the same time chapter 5 

specifically, reveals that the model must be used cautiously. In their five-step model, Latané 

and Darley postulate a decision tree with five consecutive steps a potential helper needs to go 

through in order to become an active helper: (1) Noticing the situation, (2) correctly 



Chapter 6 

108 

interpreting the situation as one that requires action, (3) assuming responsibility to intervene, 

(4) deciding what type of help to give, and (5) actually implementing the type of action or 

help. In each of the five steps the presence of bystanders makes it more difficult for a person 

to reach the next one.  

It was hypothesized that by making people more aware that helping or behaving in a 

prosocial way could be beneficial for one’s reputation, it would become more likely that 

people reach the final step in Latané and Darley’s five-step model (1970). Chapters 2 and 3 

provided ample evidence for that assumption, as more people in the bystander conditions 

indeed reached step 5. The results from Chapter 5, however, indicated that the model must be 

interpreted with caution: It was reasoned that when people consumed alcohol, the presence of 

bystanders would not influence the likelihood of reaching the next consecutive step, as 

alcohol consumption diminishes the influence bystanders have on people’s behavior (people 

may even fail to notice the bystanders at all, see Steele & Josephs, 1990). There was, 

however, in both Study 5.1 and 5.2 no evidence to suggest that people in the presence of 

bystanders indeed reached step 5 and thus helped more often when they were drunk. Results 

only indicated that people who consumed alcohol and were in the presence of others, were 

faster to initiate help. This discrepancy between reaction times and frequency of help, may 

indicate that the decision to help or not may be made rather quickly (for instance based on 

arousal, see below), after which they search step by step for information that confirms the 

correctness of the decision. Indeed, there is research which shows that people tend to make 

prosocial decisions quite fast (Rand et al., 2012). Because people who consumed alcohol 

have fewer cognitive resources available, they may not be able to go into the time consuming 

process of falsely deliberating at each consecutive step.  

Related to the notion that prosocial decision-making is sometimes based on levels of 

arousal, the arousal cost-reward model (Dovidio et al., 1991) showed to be a very fruitful 
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framework to infer hypotheses about bystander intervention. This model postulates that 

people become more likely to intervene when the emotional costs of not helping become 

higher than the costs of helping. Originally the focus of the costs and benefits was mostly on 

very basic emotions, such as fear to intervene, or anticipated guilt when failing to intervene. 

The findings of the current dissertation suggest that the model is also able to predict 

intervention when using more complex emotions and possible tangible rewards, which may 

be derived from increased status (see Engelhard et al., 2013; Hardy & Van Vugt, 2006; 

Jensen-Campbell et al., 1995). In Chapters 2 and 3 for instance, it was reasoned that helping 

has many benefits for a person as it could lead to a positive reputation. Therefore, when 

people are aware of these, they should help more in the presence of others, because then the 

rewards of helping become much higher, while the costs remains the same. Indeed, it was 

found that people who are made publicly self-aware (see Prentice-Dunn & Rogers, 1982) and 

thus more aware of the benefits, helped more in the presence of others: They gave more 

social support (Studies 2.1 & 2.2) and even became more heroic by intervening during a 

crime (Study 3.1). Taking into account the potential danger of intervening during a crime (i.e. 

the cost of helping), it shows how big the rewards of helping can be, thus Chapter 3 provides 

a striking demonstration of the power of reputation.  

Unfortunately, the presence of others does not only make helping more rewarding, it 

also makes the situation much more complex. This complexity may be detrimental for 

prosocial behavior. For instance, when the complexity of a situation is reduced, and it is clear 

that someone is in need of help (e.g., there is blood involved), the bystander effect is less 

pronounced and people help more (Clark & Word, 1974; Harari et al., 1985). Moreover, there 

is ample evidence that when people behave prosocially, this is often an outcome of a more 

intuitive than an effortful and controlled process of decision making (Zaki & Mitchell, 2013). 

One of the reasons the bystander effect may exist is that it takes away the intuitive decision 
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making, because the situation becomes too complex. The mere presence of bystanders will 

often increase the complexity by itself: Processes such as diffusion of responsibility (Latané 

& Nida, 1981), and importantly, also processes closely related to reputation, such as social 

influence, audience inhibition (Latané & Darley, 1970), and confusion of responsibility 

(Cacioppo et al., 1986) may be in the way of intuitive decision making and consequently lead 

to less helping.  

In this dissertation I presented two ways to cope with the increased complexity of the 

situation that results from the increased number of people present. First, based on the 

assumption that cognition may be sometimes in the way of intervention, the behavior of 

people who were cognitively impaired due to drinking was observed (Studies 5.1 & 5.2). 

There was indeed evidence that suggests the situation was not as complex for them, as 

“intoxicated” participants in the bystander condition were at least as fast in making their 

decision to help or not as sober participants in the alone condition.  

A second way to cope with the increased complexity is to point out certain positive 

sides of the situation. For instance, by making people more aware of potential benefits of 

helping and costs of not helping. Indeed, when this method is used, people help more in the 

presence of others (see Chapters 2 & 3). Taken together, these findings suggest that the 

increased complexity of bystander situations makes the decision to help more difficult and 

less likely.  

Methodological Contributions and Future Research 

I also wish to outline some methodological implications. First of all, I hope the studies 

from the dissertation will inspire other researchers to start doing more research into actual 

behavior. The classic bystander effect became well known from the original imaginative 

studies by Latané and Darley, and I tried to keep that tradition going. Certainly, this was not 

simply due to nostalgic reasons. I found that the bystander effect is difficult to study with 
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simple questionnaires about what people would do in certain emergency or criminal 

situations. People are already not very good at forecasting their own behavior in the future 

(Baumeister, Vohs, & Funder, 2007; Wilson & Gilbert, 2003), but they also tend to 

underestimate the influence of others on their behavior (Nolan, Schultz, Cialdini, Goldstein, 

& Griskevicius, 2008). For instance, West and Brown, (1975) asked people what they would 

do if they saw a person asking for money to pay for medical care. When asked as 

hypothetical scenario, people reported strongly to donate lots of money. However, when they 

enacted the scenario in real life, people hardly gave money at all. All the studies in the 

dissertation, therefore, involve real behavior. Moreover, to increase external validity, the 

bystander effect was studied right there where classic bystander situations happen, namely in 

crowded public areas, such as a bar (Franquez, Hagala, Lim, & Bichler, 2013). This helped to 

obtain strong ecological validity.  

Doing research on actual behavior, and in the field, however, also has a downside 

which must be acknowledged. A limitation of the current dissertation is that underlying 

processes are studied by identifying moderators, but not by mediation. Finding mediators 

could increase the confidence about which underlying psychological processes are important 

in the bystander effect. On a more positive note, identifying moderators made it possible to 

test the boundary conditions of the bystander effect and even find possible ways to counter it. 

Moreover, by actively manipulating the moderators in most of the studies, it was possible to 

achieve a strong and more refined understanding of the causal relationship between bystander 

presence and helping behavior (see Wu & Zumbo, 2007). A second reason to focus on 

moderation was that the processes that may underlie the behavior may be very difficult to 

measure. Subtle social psychological processes related to reputation may operate largely at 

the intuitive or implicit level. In Study 3.1, for instance, I tried to investigate if public self-

awareness mediated an increase in helping behavior. However, there was an increase in 
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helping among participants even when they reported not seeing the camera at all. Moreover, 

many explicit measures of reputation concern or public self-awareness have an inherent flaw: 

Eichstaedt and Silvia (2003) reasoned that measuring self-focused attention (such as public 

self-awareness), is very difficult to do on an explicit level, simply because asking about it 

will increase it.  

The challenge for future research lies in developing a valid measurement for 

mediators like public self-awareness and other reputation related processes in relation to the 

bystander effect. Reputation concerns are hard to measure in the first place, but to empirically 

serve as mediator of the processes surrounding the bystander effect, the measurement of 

concern for reputation needs to be truly unobtrusive to participants. In our studies, but also in 

those of Latané and Darley (1970), participants indicated during debriefing that they were 

rather unaware that their behaviour was influenced by the presence of others, and when 

confronted with it, participants would often deny it. Especially participants who did not 

intervene would come up with curious rationalizations as to why they did not intervene. A 

great example is found in Latané & Darley’s (1968) study where they pretended a room 

adjacent to the lab was on fire, a participant who stayed seated and did nothing, explained he 

did not act upon seeing the smoke because he thought it was ‘truth gas’ and part of the 

experiment. It seems that the influence of the presence of bystanders, and normative 

influence in general are underestimated, even though it is very predictive of behavior (Nolan 

et al., 2008). In short, I propose future research is needed to create better (implicit) measures 

of the underlying processes of the bystander effect.  

 Furthermore, efforts should be made to further increase our understanding of different 

types of bystander situations. The classic bystander effect studies started with research on 

horrible accidents or crimes. Perhaps this has led other researchers to focus more on these 

very accidental situations. However, the bystander effect happens in many more situations 
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during our everyday lives. The forum paradigm, captures such a situation which is more 

likely to occur than an accident or crime, however, it is still a brief encounter. Future research 

could focus more on ongoing situations, for instance on the forum there was a person who’s 

partner was about to die from cancer. When people typed their message or skipped it, the 

situation was gone for them. But what if that person was someone close to them, like a 

neighbour or friend? In short, helping behaviour in general is much broader than this type of 

accidental helping behaviour which is often the focus of research.  

Societal Implications 

 How to reduce or perhaps overcome the bystander effect is a paragraph in many 

news-reports when a horrible bystander effect situation occurs. One of the often cited tips 

about what a victim can do, instead of shouting for help in general, is to personally address a 

specific person (or sometimes even a specific group of people) from the crowd to help. For 

instance, seeking eye-contact, and asking the person in the blue shirt to call an ambulance 

when you were just in an accident (see Cialdini, 1993). Such specific responses by the victim 

may promote helping, because it provides greater clarity of the urgency of the situation, it 

emphasize that the potential victim is a “normal” or “reasonable” person (who is not 

stereotyped as having caused this event), and perhaps most importantly: it stresses the 

personal responsibility of the person addressed (Shaffer, Rogle, & Hendrlck, 1975). Related 

to a major finding of the current dissertation, this could perhaps also be explained as a sudden 

spike in public self-awareness; suddenly the person with the blue shirt is the center of 

attention, and his or her behavior will likely affect how other people think about him or her. 

In short, a similar process may occur as when people have a camera pointed at them. 

However, cameras may be more useful, because when a person is a victim or in dire need, 

they sometimes are not able to ask for help, let alone remember to ask one person 

specifically.  
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Closed Circuit Security (CCTV) Cameras may not be as helpful in the direct 

prevention of crime, as once hoped (Welsh & Farrington, 2003). In the current dissertation, 

however, it was found that these cameras or other accountability cues may help crime or 

accidents from escalating, in another way: By increasing intervention of previously inactive 

informal guardians and bystanders (see, Reynald, 2009) in the presence of others. This does 

not mean that policy makers should simply put cameras everywhere. In both Chapter 2 and 3 

there was a small (but sometimes significant) decrease in intervention behavior when there 

was an accountability cue and people were alone. This could happen due to the nature of 

public self-awareness which actually directs attention inwards (what do people think about 

me; Prentice-Dunn & Rogers, 1982). But in the case of camera surveillance specifically, the 

power of reputation is also competing with a potential diffusion of responsibility: In a survey, 

people indicated that they thought they would be less likely to help or report a crime when 

CCTV cameras were placed, because the police would already know about it by monitoring 

the camera footage (Dixon, Levine, & McAuley, 2004). Thus, people could diffuse their 

sense of responsibility to the person they assume is monitoring the camera. Taken together, 

these findings may contribute to understanding where CCTV cameras will be most beneficial. 

An additional practical implication of the research is to create moments of inclusion in 

routine activities. The results suggested that people who felt socially excluded and 

unaccepted were less likely to help (Study 4.1). Additionally, it may help explain why the 

bystander effect is weaker in areas with low density (rural areas) where people are more 

likely to know and greet each other, than in crowded urban areas (Steblay, 1987). Certainly, it 

is not feasible to ask everyone to start greeting each other again, but getting people more 

actively involved in policy-making discussions which impact the neighborhood, could 

increase a sense of involvement and acceptance. Another way to increase feelings of 
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inclusion may be by compelling people to change their routine activities, for instance, by 

introducing shared facilities such as parking lots, smoking zones, and gardens.  

Concluding Remarks 

Conventional wisdom and recent scientific developments converge on one important 

conclusion: In many situations, reputation is an important drive behind human behavior. The 

present research provides further evidence for this idea, especially in the context of providing 

support, helping, and bystander intervention. While these ideas revolving around reputation 

have been quite important, they may be even more important in contemporary society. 

Indeed, the world has become smaller, and much like a classic community, as reputation 

these days can spread out much faster than before (for instance, via digital communication) 

and also in many different ways. Cameras are now found virtually everywhere. If we type 

something on the internet, we leave a trace which can be found years later. At the same time, 

reputation is becoming even more important. With new ways of communication, we can 

interact with many more people than ever before. It has become impossible to know all our 

interactions partners directly. This is where the broad concepts of reputation and indirect 

reciprocity come in. For instance, on big virtual markets like Ebay or Amazon, people buy 

items from complete strangers, or via peer-to-peer accommodation websites such as Airbnb 

and Couchsurf they even invite complete strangers into their homes! The only way to know 

people can trust them is by a reputation rating system.   

Since the early studies by Latané and Darley (1968), the bystander effect has been 

described as a robust social phenomenon with sometimes dire outcomes. More recent 

research has shown that the effect does not only occur in the classic settings of crime and 

gruesome accidents, but may seep in to virtually every aspect of life: When people wander 

the streets while lost, just dropped some coins, and even in our online ventures, it becomes 

less likely people behave prosocial when others are present. The present thesis was designed 
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to find moderators to combat or diminish some of the negative outcomes of the bystander 

effect. More specifically, I wanted to investigate what role reputation plays in the 

psychological dynamics underlying the bystander effect.  

In the introduction I reasoned why reputation may be a double edge sword: people 

may fear to become a fool or to be seen as the perpetrator when they help, but helping could 

also give individuals a good reputation, especially in the presence of others. In the studies of 

the current dissertation this dual role of reputation becomes clear. In the presence of others, 

not being concerned about reputation leads to faster helping (Study 5.1). Not feeling accepted 

leads to less helping (Study 4.1). Not being aware of the benefits of helping decreases helping 

(virtually each control group), and becoming very aware of how one’s behavior has 

consequences for their reputation leads to an increase of pro-social behavior (Studies 2.1, 2.2 

& 3.1). In short, like a double edged sword, the power of reputation may be an important 

underlying cause of the bystander effect, but it might also help prevent it. With this 

dissertation, I hope to have uncovered some processes which may help people to wield this 

sword and become true heroes. 
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Summary 

In the presence of others, people help each other less frequently and less quickly. 

Studies showed that this happens during emergencies such as accidents and crime. It also 

happens, however, in more common helping situations, such as when someone accidentally 

drops some items on the floor, or when someone asks for information on the internet (Latané 

& Darley, 1968; Latané & Nida, 1981; Voelpel et al., 2008). This phenomenon that people 

help others less and less quickly in the presence of bystanders, is often referred to as the 

bystander effect. After the first studies, the bystander effect became well known as one of the 

most robust findings in social psychology. Only since recent years, more situations have been 

identified in which the bystander effect does not occur, or sometimes even is reversed (people 

help more in the presence of others). In the current dissertation I aimed to identify these types 

of situations better, by looking at the role of reputation in the bystander effect. In four 

empirical chapters I report and discuss the findings of several experiments designed to study 

helping behavior in the presence of others, both in the field and in the lab.  

In Chapter 2, two different experiments were conducted to investigate what happens 

when people are reminded that their behavior actually has consequences for what other 

people think of them, i.e. their behavior influences their reputation. Because reputation is 

very important for people, and helping is often seen as something admirable, I expected that 

people would help each other more in the presence of others. Certainly, when many people 

simultaneously can see a good deed, this is a very efficient way to bolster ones’ reputation. 

Research on the bystander effect, however, shows the opposite. Therefore, in this chapter I 

studied the role of accountability cues. These are small cues in the immediate environment 

that signal people that their individual behavior may have consequences for their reputation. 

These cues make people become publicly self-aware (“what do others think of me?”, “what 

type of consequences can my actions have for me, at this moment?”). This was studied by 
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asking participants to log in at an internet forum, where they were either made very visible to 

others (making their name salient), or where they were made to feel watched (directing a 

webcam at them). On this forum, participants could read messages of others in social distress, 

while the number of online visitors was manipulated. As expected, participants gave less 

social support when they were in the presence of others. When participants were made to be 

more visible or feel more visible, however, they actually helped more in the presence of 

others. In short, because people were more aware that their behavior may impact their 

reputation, they behaved more pro-socially.  

Chapter 3 builds on the findings of Chapter 2. Whereas previously I looked at a type 

of helping that has a really low threshold (sending a supporting message), I wanted to 

investigate if reminding people of their reputation also causes people to help more in the 

presence of others in a situation in which helping would have a rather high threshold and 

holds potential risks for the helper, such as a criminal situation. More importantly, I wanted 

to research if a security camera has a similar effect as the web camera from Chapter 2. An 

important difference is that a security camera is not only pointed at one individual, but at the 

entire area, including the other bystander, and the perpetrator.  

To study this, participants were asked to participate in a questionnaire study in the lab. 

While they were filling out a questionnaire, the experimenter told them he needed to go to the 

bathroom, and would be back in a few minutes.  When he was away, a participant (who was 

actually an actor) stole money from the experimenter’s desk. The study had a total of four 

different experimental conditions: There were either two additional actors who pretended to 

be participants and functioned as bystanders (bystander condition), or the actual participant 

was alone (alone condition). Half the participants were assigned to a condition in which the 

entire situation was overlooked by a security camera, whereas the other half of the 

participants entered a room without a camera. Similar to the first empirical chapter, without a 
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camera overseeing the situation, the bystander effect occurred: When participants were in the 

presence of two other bystanders, they intervened by stopping the thief less often than when 

they were alone. In the condition where there was a security camera, however, we did not 

find the bystander effect, and people actually intervened more often in the bystander 

condition. To summarize, the results of Chapter 3 indicate that security cameras —and 

possibly other accountability cues that signal multiple people at once about their reputation— 

could be effective tools to combat the bystander effect, and even lead people to help more in 

the presence of others.  

Chapter 4 focusses on the role of feelings of inclusion and bystander intervention. In 

this chapter two opposing hypotheses were tested. Based on the notion that social exclusion 

makes people feel numb, it was expected that when people are excluded, they would feel less 

empathy towards others in need. Furthermore, it would be harder for them to anticipate future 

affect, such as the positive feeling of elation and pride after helping, or the negative feelings 

of shame and guilt after failing to help. One hypothesis in this chapter was, therefore, that 

people would be less willing to help after being socially excluded, even when they are 

already helping less due to the presence of others. There was, however, also an alternative 

hypothesis, based on the notion that people have a strong need to belong. Certainly, helping 

others could be a good way to try to obtain a feeling of acceptation or belongingness, after 

one has been excluded. By helping, people show they could be valuable to others, and thus 

valuable as a friend or group member.  

In order to study the role of feelings of social exclusion in bystander intervention, we 

asked participants to play a virtual ball tossing game (cyberball). During this game, the 

participants received the balled a proportionate number of times (inclusion condition), all the 

time (over-inclusion condition), or hardly ever at all (exclusion condition). To study helping 

behavior we used the forum paradigm, similar to the one described in Chapter 2. The results 
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provided support for the first hypothesis: The bystander effect was found when there were 

many visitors on the forum, but there was also a main effect of social exclusion. People who 

were socially excluded helped others in emotional distress less often than people who did feel 

accepted, even when helping was already less likely due to the presence of others.  

In Chapter 5, I looked at the complexity of the situation when the bystander effect 

occurs. The presence of others makes the decision to help more complicated: Diffusion of 

responsibility may happen (“Let the other bystander take action”; “Why would it have to be 

me to be the one to help”), but also confusion of responsibility (“If I were to help this person, 

others may think I was the cause of the accident”), and people may fear embarrassment when 

they miscalculate the situation or respond inappropriately (“Maybe this person does truly not 

need help”, “Maybe it is wrong for me to interfere in these personal issues ”). Because 

alcohol impairs cognitive functioning, this perception of increased situational complexity 

may not occur. When people drink alcohol, they pay less attention to their surroundings, and 

they dare to behave different, and more impulsive. In this chapter, it was, therefore, expected 

that people who consumed alcohol, were less susceptible to the influence of the bystander 

effect, and thus would intervene as frequently and as fast in the presence of others, as if they 

were alone, but more frequently and faster than people who were sober and in the presence of 

others.  

In two experiments we studied this line of reasoning. In several bars in Amsterdam 

we recruited people to partake in one of the two experiments. The presence of others was 

counted (Study 5.1) or manipulated (Study 5.2) and it was measured how much alcohol 

participants drank the current night (among others, by means of a breathalyzer). In both 

studies, participants were placed in a situation where they could help someone (in Study 5.1 

participants saw the internet forum paradigm on a laptop; in Study 5.2 the experimenter 

dropped some items on the floor). The results of both studies showed the bystander effect for 
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sober people: They helped less often and less quickly in the presence of others. People who 

consumed alcohol, however, helped much faster (but not more often) in the presence of 

others. These results indicate that, the complexity of the situation when bystanders are 

present indeed makes the decision to help more troublesome, and thus people decide slower.  

 Since 1968, the bystander effect has been known as a robust social psychological 

phenomenon that sometimes has dire consequences. It became notorious due to the large 

number of horrible accidents and crimes reported in the news, where reportedly, no one 

intervened (e.g., the case of Kitty Genovese). But the consequences of the bystander effect in 

everyday life, such as when people ask for information on an internet forum, can also be very 

substantial. In the current dissertation, I aimed to get more insight in the bystander effect, by 

studying how reputation may influence the phenomenon. Additionally there was the aim to 

study how bystanders can be moved to intervene more often or more quickly, in the presence 

of others. It was demonstrated that reputation is a very important factor in the bystander 

effect: It can motivate people to become active, and intervene more often, if they are aware 

that their prosocial behavior can influence how others think of them. Reputation, however, 

can also deactivate bystanders, as they may fear embarrassment and make the decision to 

help very slowly, or when they feel so numb due to socially exclusion, that they may not help 

at all. In short, with the contribution of the current dissertation, I think that certain social 

psychological processes that underlie the bystander effect are better understood. Moreover I 

hope that this increased understanding can perhaps be used to activate and motivate the 

otherwise passive bystander to lend those in need a helping hand.  
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Nederlandse Samenvatting (Summary in Dutch) 

Door de aanwezigheid van omstanders helpen mensen elkaar minder snel en minder 

vaak. Dit geldt voor zowel noodsituaties, zoals ernstige misdaden en ongelukken, en 

hulpbehoevende situaties die in het dagelijks leven voorkomen, zoals wanneer iemand 

spullen op de grond laat vallen, of om informatie vraagt via het internet (Latané & Darley, 

1968; Latané & Nida, 1981; Voelpel et al., 2008). Dit fenomeen wordt vaak het bystander 

effect (of passief toeschouwers effect) genoemd en werd decennia lang gezien als een van de 

meest robuuste bevindingen in de sociale psychologie. Pas in meer recente jaren werden 

steeds vaker specifieke situaties onderzocht waarin het bystander effect niet optreedt of soms 

zich zelfs omgekeerd manifesteert (mensen helpen meer in de nabijheid van anderen). In de 

huidige dissertatie heb ik geprobeerd dit soort situaties beter te begrijpen door het bystander 

effect te bekijken door de lens van reputatie. In vier empirische hoofdstukken bespreek ik de 

bevindingen van verschillende experimentele onderzoeken, waarvan de meeste zijn 

uitgevoerd in het laboratorium en enkele in het veld. 

In Hoofdstuk 2 heb ik in twee verschillende experimenten onderzocht wat mensen 

doen als ze herinnerd worden aan het feit dat hun gedrag consequenties kan hebben voor hun 

reputatie. Omdat reputatie heel belangrijk is voor mensen, verwachtte ik dat mensen elkaar 

meer zouden helpen wanneer anderen (omstanders) dit hulpgedrag kunnen zien. Een goede 

daad is immers een heel efficiënte manier om een goede reputatie te krijgen, vooral als er 

veel mensen zijn die het kunnen zien. Het bystander effect laat echter zien dat dit vaak juist 

niet zo is. In dit hoofdstuk stonden daarom zogenaamde accountability cues centraal. Dit zijn 

kleine aanwijzingen in de omgeving die mensen zich publiek zelfbewust gaan voelen (“Wat 

denken mensen over mij?”, ”Wat voor gevolgen hebben mijn handelingen op dit moment 

voor mij?”). Ik heb dit onderzocht door deelnemers aan het onderzoek in te loggen op een 

forum en ze daar ofwel objectief meer zichtbaar te maken (naam opvallend maken) of door 
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zich meer bekeken te laten voelen (webcam op de deelnemer richten). Op het forum lazen 

deelnemers dan berichten van mensen in sociale emotionele nood, terwijl het aantal 

omstanders (bezoekers van het forum) werd gevarieerd. Zoals verwacht hielpen mensen 

minder vaak door ondersteunende berichten te sturen als er veel omstanders aanwezig waren. 

Maar, zowel mensen die objectief meer zichtbaar waren, als mensen die zich meer zichtbaar 

voelden hielpen juist meer wanneer er veel bezoekers online waren. Kortom, doordat mensen 

zich bewust werden dat hun gedrag gevolgen kan hebben voor hun reputatie, gedroegen ze 

zich meer pro-sociaal.  

Hoofdstuk 3 bouwt voort op de bevindingen van Hoofdstuk 2. Waar ik eerst naar 

hulpgedrag keek met een vrij lage drempel om te helpen (het sturen van een opbeurend 

berichtje), wilde ik nu weten of het herinneren aan reputatie ook in criminele situaties mensen 

behulpzaam maakt als omstanders aanwezig zijn. Ook wilde ik onderzoeken of een 

beveiligingscamera hetzelfde effect kan hebben als een webcam zoals gebruikt in het eerste 

empirische hoofdstuk. Een beveiligingscamera is immers niet alleen op de deelnemer gericht 

maar op de hele situatie, dus ook op de andere omstanders. Om dit te onderzoeken, werden 

deelnemers gevraagd om mee te werken aan een onderzoek in het lab. Terwijl ze een 

vragenlijst invulden, vertelde de proefleider dat hij even weg moest, en over een paar minuten 

terug zou zijn. Terwijl hij weg was, stal een andere deelnemer aan het onderzoek (die in feite 

een acteur was), geld van het bureau van de proefleider. Het onderzoek had in totaal vier 

condities: Er waren ofwel nog twee acteurs die andere deelnemers speelden die aanwezig 

waren maar niet ingrepen (omstander conditie) of de deelnemer was alleen met de dief (alleen 

conditie). De helft van de deelnemers was toegewezen aan de conditie waar een 

beveiligingscamera was opgehangen, en de andere helft had geen camera. Net als in het 

eerste empirische hoofdstuk werd er gevonden dat zonder camera het bystander effect 

plaatsvond: mensen stopten de dief minder vaak in de nabijheid van omstanders. Maar in de 
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condities waar de camera was opgehangen was dit niet het geval. Vergeleken met de groep 

deelnemers in de bystander conditie zonder camera, stopten deelnemers in de bystander 

conditie de dief vaker als er een camera aanwezig was. Kortom, de resultaten van het 

onderzoek lijken er op te duiden dat ook beveiligingscamera’s —en wellicht andere 

“accountability cues” die meerdere mensen tegelijk het gevoel kunnen geven dat ze 

verantwoordelijk kunnen worden gehouden voor hun eigen gedrag—, er voor kunnen zorgen 

dat mensen vaker ingrijpen als er omstanders aanwezig zijn.  

In Hoofdstuk 4 staat de rol van sociale exclusie met betrekking tot het bystander 

effect centraal. In dit hoofdstuk werden twee tegengestelde hypotheses getoetst. Gebaseerd 

op het idee dat de gevoelens van mensen afzwakken, nadat ze zijn buitengesloten, werd 

gedacht dat mensen misschien minder empathie konden ervaren met anderen in nood. Ook 

zouden ze minder geneigd zijn toekomstige emoties te anticiperen, zowel negatieve (bij niet 

helpen) als positieve (bij wel helpen). De eerste verwachting in dit hoofdstuk was daarom dat 

mensen elkaar minder helpen nadat ze buitengesloten zijn, zelfs als ze al minder helpen door 

de aanwezigheid van omstanders. De tweede verwachting was gebaseerd op het idee dat 

mensen graag ergens bij willen horen (need to belong). Nadat iemand is buitengesloten, zou 

deze persoon door middel van hulpgedrag weer acceptie kunnen proberen te vinden. Door te 

helpen laat men immers zien dat ze iets hebben dat waardevol is voor een ander. Om dit te 

onderzoeken werden deelnemers buitengesloten door ze een virtueel balspel te laten spelen. 

Tijdens dit spel kregen ze de bal of heel vaak (over-inclusie conditie), een proportioneel 

aantal keren (inclusie conditie), of heel zelden (exclusie conditie). Om hulpgedrag te meten 

werd gebruik gemaakt van het forum paradigma zoals in Hoofdstuk 2. De resultaten zijn in 

overeenstemming met de eerste hypothese: Het bystander effect werd gevonden wanneer er 

meer mensen online waren op het forum, maar er was ook een hoofdeffect voor sociale 

exclusie. Mensen die buitengesloten waren, hielpen mensen in sociale emotionele nood 
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minder vaak dan mensen die zich wel geaccepteerd voelden, zelfs al waren ze in de nabijheid 

van anderen.  

 In Hoofdstuk 5 stond de complexiteit van het bystander effect centraal. De 

aanwezigheid van anderen maakt het besluit om te helpen meer ingewikkeld: Er ontstaan 

gevoelens als spreiding van verantwoordelijkheid (“Laat die andere omstander maar helpen.”; 

“Waarom zou juist ik helpen.”), onduidelijkheid over schuld (“Als ik help denken anderen 

misschien dat ik schuldig was aan het ongeval.”), en de gevolgen van foutieve inschatting van 

wat wenselijk handelen is worden groter (“Als niemand helpt zal het niet nodig of zelfs 

gewenst zijn om te helpen.”; “Misschien is het onwenselijk om iemand te helpen met deze 

persoonlijke problemen.”). Omdat alcohol het cognitieve functioneren van mensen 

verslechterd zou de toenemende complexiteit van de situatie door de aanwezigheid van 

anderen niet zo sterk hoeven zijn. Wanneer mensen alcohol drinken letten ze namelijk minder 

op de omgeving en durven ze zich op een andere manier dan normaal te gedragen en ook 

impulsiever te handelen. In dit hoofdstuk werd daarom verwacht dat mensen die alcohol 

genuttigd hebben, niet beïnvloed worden door het bystander effect, en daarom even vaak en 

snel ingrijpen als wanneer ze alleen zouden zijn, maar ook vaker en sneller dan nuchtere 

mensen die wel gevoelig zijn voor de complexiteit van het bystander effect. Dit werd 

onderzocht in twee experimenten, die beiden in bars in Amsterdam uitgevoerd werden. De 

aanwezigheid van anderen werd geteld (Studie 5.1) of gemanipuleerd (Studie 5.2), en er werd 

gemeten hoeveel deelnemers gedronken hadden (door onder andere een blaastest). In beide 

studies werden participanten in een situatie geplaatst waar ze hulpgedrag konden vertonen (in 

Studie 5.1 het internet forum op een laptop; in Studie 5.2 liet de proefleider iets vallen, 

namelijk mondstukjes van een meetinstrument dat alcohol in adem kan meten). De resultaten 

van beide experimenten laten het bystander effect zien voor mensen die niet of weinig 

gedronken hebben: Ze hielpen minder snel en minder vaak in de aanwezigheid van anderen. 
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Mensen die alcohol genuttigd hadden, kwamen echter sneller tot hulp (maar niet vaker) 

wanneer er omstanders waren. Deze resultaten tonen aan dat wellicht de complexiteit van 

nood- of hulp situaties waar omstanders aanwezig zijn inderdaad een factor is die de 

beslissing tot helpen moeilijker maakt. 

 Het bystander effect staat al sinds de eerste studies in 1968 bekend als een robuust 

sociaal fenomeen, met soms ernstige sociale gevolgen. Natuurlijk komt dit doordat het 

bekend is geworden door ernstige gevallen waarin mensen elkaar niet hielpen, zoals de casus 

van Kitty Genovese. Maar ook de gevolgen van het bystander effect in het dagelijks leven, 

zoals wanneer mensen om informatie vragen op een forum, kunnen erg groot en kostbaar 

zijn. In de huidige dissertatie is geprobeerd meer inzicht te krijgen in het bystander effect, 

door deze te bestuderen door de lens van reputatie. Bovendien is er onderzocht hoe 

omstanders sneller en vaker tot actie kunnen komen, wanneer er meerdere omstanders 

aanwezig zijn. Reputatie bleek hierbij een zeer belangrijke factor: Het kan er voor zorgen dat 

mensen vaker ingrijpen als ze bewust zijn dat hulpgedrag positieve gevolgen kan hebben 

voor hun reputatie. Maar het kan er ook voor zorgen dat mensen misschien niet durven 

ingrijpen en trager een besluit nemen, of dat wanneer ze zich buitengesloten voelen, ze zich 

zo slecht voelen dat ze helemaal niet meer helpen. Kortom, met deze dissertatie hoop ik dat 

het bepaalde sociale processen die ten grondslag liggen aan het bystander effect beter kunnen 

worden begrepen, en wellicht kunnen worden gebruikt om mensen juist vaker en sneller 

elkaar te laten helpen. 
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Hester, jij hoort eigenlijk ook in de bovenstaande paragraaf. Ik leerde je kennen als 

docente, daarna als collega, en later als vriendin en “roomie”. Ik vind het leuk dat ik nu ook 

paranimf aan dat lijstje kan toevoegen. Seval, eigenlijk al sinds ik je in het lab ontmoette, 

konden we al urenlang ideeën uitwisselen over van alles en nog wat, maar natuurlijk vooral 

over serieuze zaken als politiek en de economie. Omdat we allebei zo van grote stoere 

honden houden, hoop ik dat we ooit nog het adoptieplan op een manier kunnen vormgeven. 

Seval en Hester, bedankt dat jullie bij mijn verdediging aan mijn zijde willen staan als 

paranimfen! Hopelijk staan jullie ook snel aan mijn zijde op do foto in Istanbul! 

Als laatste wil ik graag nog iedereen bedanken die mij niet direct met mijn 

proefschrift geholpen hebben, maar wel voor afleiding zorgden die af en toe hard nodig was. 

Artur dzieki za umbre. Babsi, incredible süchtla, thanks for the thousands of hours of fun. 

Mijn familie, en in het bijzonder mijn broer Timo en moeder Agaath, bedankt voor de steun 

en interesse.  
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