
A bystander is a person who is present but not involved in a situation or event. A bystander could be someone who
sees or knows about unwanted, threatening or inappropriate behaviour happening to someone else. ​

The bystander isn’t the target of the harassment, bullying or discrimination, but rather a witness that can take action
to interrupt the situation, prevent harm and report the incident. 

What is a bystander?

Why take action as bystander
Victims of bullying, discrimination or sexual harassment rarely report the incident either because they were fearful
that reporting would have a negative impact, they did not think they would be taken seriously, or they were worried
it may make the situation worse.

Because so few people report their experiences of these negative and sometimes unlawful behaviours, bystanders
have a unique opportunity and responsibility to send a powerful message about acceptable behaviour at work.
Bystander action might empower a co-worker in need and strengthen the team and work culture.

The role a bystander can play 
Bystanders have a unique opportunity to lead, help others, and positively shape their work culture or environment. 

Bystander action can set a precedent for the rest of the team and serve as a role model for company values and
inclusive behaviour. A bystander does not have to be a hero to practice bystander action, but they do play a part in
helping to create a safe and comfortable environment for everyone at work. 

Employees may be bystanders when they:

Overhear inappropriate jokes, comments or banter
Notice a team member being talked over, dismissed or undermined during meetings or discussions
Become aware of gossip, rumours or negative talk about a colleague who is not present
See someone being excluded from meetings or team activities without clear reason
Observe bullying, harassment or misuse of power
Hear about concerning behaviour after the event

When might an emloyee be a bystander? 
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How to take action 

Notice and name it: Recognise negative behaviour when it happens. Don’t dismiss or ignore it, acknowledge it for
what it is.
Speak up or escalate: If it is safe to do so, address the behaviour directly and ask for it to stop. With the affected
person’s permission, raise the issue with a supervisor or manager.
Support the person affected by: 

listening and taking their concerns seriously
helping them understand relevant workplace policies and procedures
providing information about reporting or complaint options
encouraging them to take action
offering to support or accompany them if they choose to report

A bystander can take action if they witness negative behaviour, or if someone tells the bystander it has occurred.
The action a bystander may take depends on the situation, however every action can make a difference.



How to intervene safely and effectively
Intervening as a bystander doesn’t have to be confrontational or risky. Small, considered actions can help prevent
harm and change the outcome of a situation. A bystander can choose the approach that feels safest for them and is
most appropriate for the situation. There is no single “right” way to intervene, different strategies work in different
circumstances.

The 5 D’s below outline practical ways an employee can take action as a bystander. (A downloadable A4 poster of
the 5D’s is also available for employees)

It takes courage to speak up but don’t
underestimate the positive impact that calling

out workplace bullying, harassment, or
discrimination can have

providing information about reporting or complaint options
encouraging them to take action
offering to support or accompany them if they choose to report
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