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A Bystander’s Response to Workplace Harassment 

Why should bystanders intervene? 
• They feel that no one should be treated 

in that way. 
• The behavior doesn’t reflect the culture 

of the office. 
• They would want someone to help 

them. 
• The victim is particularly vulnerable. 
• The behavior could get a lot worse. 
• Others could be targeted.

Should I say 
something?

What 
should 
I say?

What 
happens 
next?  

Equipping bystanders 
with tools to respond 
to offensive behavior 
will empower them 

to take action.

 Your desk is located near a supervisor’s office. On 
several occasions, you witness him making sexually 
suggestive remarks to his assistant. What do you do? 

What’s your reaction to a colleague who tells you an 
employee with multiple sclerosis was hired to make 
the office look good on disability rights?

“
Bystanders who witness the type of conduct above often 
don’t know what to say or where to turn. Equipping them 
with tools to respond to offensive behavior will empower 
them to take action.  
Who is a bystander?  
A bystander is an individual who witnesses an incident, but is 
not part of it. An active bystander intervenes after witnessing 
harassment, discrimination, or other inappropriate conduct.  
A passive bystander does not act.  
Misconduct in the workplace  
• Can include both sexes (male against female, female against 

male, same-sex harassment). 
• May occur inside or outside the office (business trips, social 

settings, electronically). 
• Ranges from subtle behavior like offensive comments to severe 

acts such as unwanted propositioning.

”



Additional resources 

• Active Bystanders: Looking 
Out For One Another (MIT) 

• Action Matters (Princeton) 

• Darley, J. M., & Latane, B. 
(1968). Bystander 
intervention in emergencies: 
Diffusion of responsibility. 
Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 8(4, Pt.
1), 377-383. 

To schedule training, email: 
ocwrtraining@ocwr.gov 

If you witness discrimination, 
harassment or misconduct in 
your office, make it S-T-O-P: 

Stay close to the target of 

harassment so he/she is not 
alone with the harasser; 

Take notes when you have 

an opportunity to ensure you 
remember the facts regarding 
what you witnessed; 

Offer your support to the 

victim; or 

Proclaim/report the 

incident to a supervisor or 
OOC as soon as possible.

“Didn’t you notice 
how uncomfortable 
she seemed when 

you made those 
comments?”

“Your gestures seem to 
make the staff very 
uncomfortable. They make 
me feel uncomfortable too.” “Why do you 

speak to him 
that way?”

TALKING TO THE VICTIM

“Is 
everything 
ok with you 
in the 
office?”

“I saw what happened 
yesterday. Do you want 
to talk about it?”

This publication is provided for 
educational purposes, and does not 

constitute  legal advice.

What else can you do?  
• Take notes on the behavior you just witnessed. Include the date and what you 

saw and heard. 
• If you feel comfortable, let the victim know that you would be willing to 

describe the incident if there is an investigation.  
• If you do not feel comfortable talking to either the harasser or the victim, 

follow your office’s internal procedures for reporting incidents. If your office 
does not have a procedure, try talking to a neutral supervisor. You can also 
contact the Office of Compliance. If the conduct continues, stay close by 
because your presence may prevent the situation from escalating. 

What if you are a supervisor or manager?  
• Foster an environment that gives employees the tools they need to be 

responsible bystanders. This includes developing office standards of conduct 
and policies that outlines clear expectations for behavior and possible 
discipline for violating those standards.  

• Apply policies consistently and act immediately when problems are reported.  
If there is a fair process available to address workplace incidents, employees 
will be more likely to intervene. 

Start the conversation. 
It may seem overwhelming to intervene in a workplace incident. Below are a 
few possible ways to start the conversation after witnessing offensive behavior. 

TALKING TO THE HARASSER

“I am sorry you experienced 
that. I am willing to support you 
if you decide to report it.”
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