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The Roles That Bystanders Play

Researchers such as Dr. Olweus have identified different roles that students who witness bully-
ing can play in a bullying situation. These roles include:

Students who follow: those who take an active part in bullying behaviors but are not the ones
who initiated the bullying. Students who follow actively imitate the behaviors of students who
bully others. In some cases, they carry out orders to harm their peers from the students who
bully. When the students who bully are not around, students who follow usually do not engage
in bullying behaviors. These students typically only feel confident enough to abuse their peers
with the support of the students who bully.

Students who actively support: those who support the bullying but are not actively involved in
it. Students who actively support the bullying may cheer or laugh when they witness bullying.
Although they do not engage in the behaviors themselves, these students enjoy watching other
students being bullied. In some cases, they may fear that if they do not show support, the students
who bully will turn on them and bully them too.

Students who passively support: those who like bullying but do not openly show their support.
Students who passively support the students who bully are not openly cheering or laughing
when they witness bullying. Instead, they may condone or comment on the bullying at a later
time. These students talk about bullying events in a positive light with their friends. In some
cases, they may congratulate the students who are bullying later that day.

Students who are disengaged witnesses: those who know what is happening but do not like
or dislike it. In general, students who disengage themselves from bullying behaviors believe
they do not play any role in them and feel that it is none of their business. Unfortunately, these
students also believe that it is not their responsibility to try and stop the abuse.

Students who are possible defenders: those who do not like bullying and think that they should
help but do not (possibly because they are too scared or because they do not have the proper
skills). Students like this are uncomfortable when they witness bullying and believe that it is
wrong to abuse someone else. They wish that the bullying behaviors would stop, but they do not
know how to make that happen. In many cases, these students are fearful that they will be
bullied themselves if they step in and help someone else. Overall, these students do not have
the confidence or skills to effectively intervene in bullying situations.

Students who are defenders: those who do not Iike bullying and actively try to stop it from hap-
pening. In some cases, students who defend other students who are being bullied are successful
and get the bullying to stop. In other cases, their attempts to stop the bullying are not success-
ful. At the very least, though, they communicate to students who are being bullied that they are
not alone and that someone cares enough to stand up for them. The students who defend others
are in a unique position and can be very positive peer role models for their fellow classmates.
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