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Bystander effect in laboratory  
“emergencies”
The idea of bystander apathy originated after the 
rape and murder of Kitty Genovese in New York. 
In 1964, a New York Times article claimed that 
38 neighbors witnessed the attack, but did not 
intervene, sparking moral outrage and debate 
over public indifference. This event shaped the 
belief that public spaces and crowds are unsafe 
and launched decades of research on bystanders.

Although the most relevant question is whether 
anyone will intervene, this was never the central 
focus of the bystander studies that followed the 
incident. Instead, experimental studies focused 
on individuals’ likelihood of intervention, that is 
explaining why one individual in an emergency 
would be more likely to intervene than another. 
Social psychologists used laboratory methods to 
explore why people often fail to act when others 
are present and someone needs help.  
Researchers labelled the tendency for individuals 
in groups to remain passive as the “bystander 
effect,” attributing it to a decision-making process 
based on diffusion of responsibility: ‘Why should I 
act when someone else could do it instead?’

The bystander effect became one of the most 
replicated findings in social psychology—taught 
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in every introductory course and included in 
most textbooks of social psychology. A major 
limitation of these experimental studies is that 
they provide little insight into how people would 
react in real violent situations.  
For ethical and practical reasons, researchers did 
not study bystander responses to public violence 
or aggression, but focused on what they termed 
“emergencies,” which were typically trivial and 
non-violent. For example, someone dropping 
papers on the floor. In these controlled condi-
tions, researchers recorded the reactions of only 
a few bystanders who were unable to see or 
interpret each other’s emotional cues.  
In the Genovese case, 38 witnesses could at least 
partially observe and respond to one another. 

Several important studies started questioning this 
effect. A review of the Genovese files revealed 
that several bystanders did act: one shouted to 
scare the attacker, another called the police. Field 
studies of harassments in bars and a video-based 
study of assaults in public places showed that 
bystanders often intervened to de-escalate 
conflict. A meta-analysis also found that the 
bystander effect does not apply to dangerous 
emergencies; in threatening situations, people 
are more likely to intervene, as the presence of 
others clarifies the need for help and provides a 
sense of safety.1

Bystander actions in real life conflicts
In contrast to social psychologists, I went into 
the field as an anthropologist to study how 
people manage conflict and violence. Inspired by 
behavioral biology and the work of Frans de 
Waal – who conducted systematic observations 

Recent research using CCTV footage reveals that bystanders play a crucial role in 

 de- escalating public conflicts. Contrary to the findings of laboratory studies, which suggested 

that bystanders in groups remain passive during emergencies, real-life conflicts show that 

 bystanders, whether alone or in groups, often actively intervene and stop violence. As such, 

bystanders can serve as a valuable resource for conflict management.

The idea of bystander apathy 
originated after the rape and 
murder of Kitty Genovese in 
New York in 1964

032-035_CON03_ART03.indd   32 24-09-2025   14:44



Tijdschrift Conflicthantering   nummer 3 - 2025   33

of conflict among non-human primates  – I began collecting 
video recordings, with public cameras (CCTV), of different 
kinds of violence to observe bystander behavior.  
These cameras are installed on the street by the municipality or 
in shops and other semi-public places for public safety reasons, 
and I got permission to use them for scientific research, because 
my studies had a violence prevention purpose.  
Most observational studies of human conflict had focused on 
children, as they were generally more tolerant of being 
observed than adults, who tended to modify their behavior 
when aware of an observer’s presence.  
With CCTV footage, I was able to study adults too, and that 
in different types of violent incidents and in different cultural 
contexts. I focused on comparing robberies and street fights 
because it is known that these types of violence involve 
different motivations and methods, which likely provide 
bystanders with different roles.  

To compare potential variation in bystander actions across 
cultural contexts, I collected footage from public places in Cape 
Town and Amsterdam, and incorporated footage in collabora-
tion with colleagues from Lancaster and Copenhagen too.

How often do bystanders help?
The frequency with which bystanders intervene varied across 
different types of conflicts. In our first study, investigating 
public assaults sampled from nightlife areas, with colleagues, 
we analysed CCTV footage from Cape Town, Amsterdam, 
and Lancaster.2 
Our study revealed that in all cities, in nine out of ten 
observed public assaults, at least one person intervened to 
de-escalate the conflict. 
Further research showed that bystander intervention 
 frequencies, as compared to public assaults, were much lower 
in commercial robberies and higher in public punishment 
violence. This last form of violence has as a goal to punish a 
perpetrator, for example, for theft or interpersonal violence. 

Bystanders may be less inclined to intervene in robberies 
compared to assaults because robberies typically end once the 
perpetrator has taken what he/she wants. Assaults in contrast 
may only stop if someone actively intervenes. When it comes 
to public punishment violence, people may be more inclined 
to intervene since punishment violence has no clear end to it. 
The goal of punishment violence is to publicly shame the 
victim and morally judge their actions, but the punishment 
intensity ought to follow the severity of their crimes, e.g. theft 
is less severely punished than interpersonal violence.  
Punishment therefore requires regulation to fit the intended 
goal. Taken together, our work underscored the importance of 
considering the specific conflict context and type of violence 
to understand the role of bystanders.

What do bystanders do to help?
In lab studies of bystander actions, “helping” has often be 
defined as direct intervention. 
However, our research based on real-life video observations 
revealed that helping behavior comes in a large variety of 
ways such as actions aimed at stopping the violence, conso-
ling victims, and facilitating coping strategies. 

In public assaults, we observed the following helping behav-
iors: pacifying gestures, calming touches, blocking contact 
between parties, restraining an aggressor in a non-violent 
way, consoling victims, and giving practical aid to the injured.  
In our not yet published work about bystander behavior in 
commercial robberies, similar behaviors occurred, but also 
robbery-specific actions such as surrender gestures, facilitating 
or blocking the transfer of goods, shoving, grabbing, hitting, 
or threatening the offender—sometimes even with weapons. 
In punishment violence, bystanders helped regulate punish-
ment and coordinate actions among people present by 
restraining the victim and directing other bystanders to get 
involved in the punishment with gestures or touches. 

Across all contexts, multiple bystanders performed multiple 
actions as events unfolded. In public assaults, we found that 
interventions tended to match conflict intensity — more 
aggression led to stronger interventions3 — and usually 
unfolded in three phases: (1) objection (disapproving gestu-
res, authoritative orders), (2) separation (physical distancing 
of parties) (see illustration in Figure 14), and (3) placation 
(calming touches, distractions, increasing space)5.
Across all contexts, we observed a consistent pattern in how 
bystanders helped victims: they showed affiliative behaviors 
such as hugging, touching, and attentively, closely watching 
the victim for several minutes after the violence had ended. 
Across all contexts, these behaviors were mainly displayed by 
those who had a prior social relationship with the victim6.  
In robberies and punishment violence, consolation behavior 
followed a highly gendered pattern, but in slightly different 
ways: in robberies, a person that we identified as female  – 
based on behavioral and identity cues  –  approached the 
victim to provide comforting contact and attention7. 
In punishment violence, the gender of the consoling bystanders 
seemed to match that of the victim  –  men consoled men, and 
women consoled women. In assaults, however, we did not find 
a gendered pattern in the consolation behavior of bystanders.8 
Although earlier research has proposed that people engage in 
consolation in order to relieve their own stress and discomfort 
from witnessing conflict, our recent work proposed that 

Our study revealed that, in nine  
out of ten observed public assaults,  
at least one person intervened to  
de-escalate the conflict
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prevent escalation and to protect friends from harm10. Even 
though friends who intervened in public assaults were also 
more likely to become victims themselves compared to 
strangers who intervened, the overall risk of bystander 
victimization in public violence remains low.11

Further, our research showed that in the context of assaults, 
the presence of danger (e.g. aggressive acts) and not the level 
of danger increased the chances of bystander intervention. 
This implies that aggression and danger foster helping instead 
of inhibiting people from acting.  
We found a similar pattern for punishment violence, while in 
commercial robberies, aggressive acts did not seem to have 
the same effect on bystander helping. The reason for this 
might be that commercial robberies involve life threatening 
danger levels, which are rare in assaults. In life threatening 
danger bystanders may fear for their own life and therefore 
be more reluctant to intervene. 

Is bystander helping successful in de-escalating 
conflicts?
In public assaults, bystander intervention tends to be succes-
sful in de-escalating conflicts.  Primarily physical forms of 
interventions have a de-escalatory effect on the conflict, while 
more low intensity intervention forms, like distracting the 
conflicting parties are less effective12.  
In commercial robberies, interventions aimed at the perpetra-
tor and at stopping the robbery, poses serious risks for the 
bystanders. In such conflicts, focusing on helping the victim 
and calling professionals to the scene is more productive in 
terms of de-scalation.  
We did not study the success of bystander intervention in 
punishment violence, but expect that their actions rarely have 
escalatory effect, unless that is intended for the sake of 
regulating the punishment level.

Based on our research, we can give the following eight 
recommendations for bystanders (adjusted applicability 
depending on violence context in between brackets):

1. Stay nearby and observe if a dispute seems to escalate. 
Show your presence, as people in conflict often forget 
others are watching and can help resolve the situation 
(assaults, punishment, risky in robberies).

2. If other bystanders are present, approach them, find out 
if they know the people involved, and discuss how to 
handle the situation together (assaults, robberies, 
punishment).

3. Coordinate tasks, e.g. who will focus on violence, who will 
console victims, and who will call the police (assaults, 
robberies, punishment).

4. Intervene verbally or physically as needed, but never use 
violence to stop violence. If the parties are face to face, 
step between them to create space (assaults and punish-
ment, too risky in robberies).

5. If someone you know is acting violently, threateningly, or 
aggressively, be aware that your role is more important 
than the role of strangers. Tell them to stop (assaults. 
punishment, rare in robberies).

6. If you know the victim, consider letting someone else 

bystanders respond to the victim’s distress, suggesting that 
empathic concern  –  rather than self-interest  –  motivates 
their actions9. 

When do bystanders intervene?
The classic bystander effect suggests that individuals are less 
likely to intervene in emergencies when others are present 
than when they are alone. Our recent research shows how-
ever that social relationships between bystanders and the 

individuals involved in conflict had a significant effect on the 
likelihood of intervention. 
People who know either the victim or the perpetrator are – up 
to twenty times  –  more likely to take an active role, both to 

Nederlandse samenvatting van dit artikel

Omstanders spelen wél vaak een constructieve rol bij  
publiek geweld 
Nieuw onderzoek op basis van camerabeelden toont aan 
dat omstanders bij publieke conflicten vaker helpen dan eer-
der gedacht. Anders dan in klassieke laboratoriumstudies, 
die de neiging tot passief gedrag in groepen benadrukten, 
laten observaties van echte vechtpartijen en berovingen zien 
dat mensen negen van de tien keer actief proberen te de-
escaleren.
Het soort conflict bepaalt hoe (vaak) omstanders ingrijpen. 
Bij berovingen zijn mensen voorzichtiger dan bij straatruzies 
of ‘strafgeweld’, waarbij iemand publiekelijk gestraft wordt 
voor vermeend wangedrag. Omstanders troosten slachtof-
fers, maken ruimte, houden daders tegen of coördineren 
hulp(opties) met de andere aanwezigen.
Bekenden van dader of slachtoffer grijpen vaker in. Hun 
aanwezigheid vergroot de kans op hulp tot wel twintig keer. 
Hoewel zij het risico lopen om zelf slachtoffer te worden, is 
dat risico toch relatief klein.
Ook het motief waarom omstanders ingrijpen, is belangrijk: 
empathie met het slachtoffer blijkt de belangrijkste drijfveer, 
niet het verminderen van eigen stress, zoals werd gesugge-
reerd in eerdere studies. 
Voor mediators is deze kennis waardevol. Vragen over de 
omstanders die aanwezig waren, kunnen slachtoffers helpen 
zich minder machteloos te voelen en hen beter voorberei-
den op toekomstige conflicten. Mediators kunnen daarnaast 
bijdragen aan bewustwording: door mensen te leren hoe ze 
veilig en doeltreffend kunnen helpen bij een publiek con-
flict, vergroten ze de kans op succesvolle de-escalatie in de 
publieke ruimte.

*Deze Nederlandse vertaling van het Engelstalige artikel is 
gemaakt door ChatGPT en vervolgens nog bewerkt door de 
redactie.

Across all contexts, we observed a  
consistent pattern in how bystanders 
helped victims
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intervene to maintain your neutrality (assaults, punish-
ment, not relevant in robberies).

7. After the violence stops, they stay close to the victim, offer 
comfort, and show concern for their well-being (assaults, 
punishment and robberies).

8. Know your limits and involve other bystanders if it feels 
safer or more effective (assaults, punishment and robbe-
ries).

What is the relevance for professional  
mediators?
For mediators it is important to know that bystanders play a 
key role in conflicts. It is therefore potentially relevant to ask 
questions about their role in the conflict. For example, media-
tors could ask victims questions like ‘who were bystanders to 
the conflict?’, ‘what did they do to intervene?’, ‘what was your 

relationship towards the bystander?’ and ‘what did you do to 
try to make bystanders aware that you were in need of help?’  
These questions may empower victims to feel less alone and 
to be more inclined to ask for help in future conflicts when 
they need it. As victims may become a bystander in future 
conflicts, it is important for professional mediators to increase 
the conflict management of victims from the perspective of 
bystanders.  
Educating future bystanders may increase the likeliness that 
they will know what to do, how to act in de-escalatory ways, 
and call professionals when needed. 
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