
ACTIVITY PLAN

 

TITLE OF THE ACTIVITY Ordinary Heroes

ENQUIRY QUESTION How to overcome the bystander effect?

INDICATIVE AGE 16-18 years, adult education

LEARNING OUTCOMES • Learn from the past by linking historical roles 
and the analysis of contemporary bystander 
behaviour

• Gain a better understanding of what bystander 
behaviour can look like and how it should be 
approached  in a nuanced way

• Understand which factors play a role when 
bystanders remain silent

• Develop scripts and skills to break the 
bystander effect

PRIOR KNOWLEDGE  
OF STUDENTS

What do students already need to know 
to learn during this activity?

No prior knowledge needed

BLOCKS TO LEARNING

What are students likely to find particularly 
hard? What needs to be addressed in the 
lesson to make sure the planned learning 
can take place? 

• Finding inspiration to find examples of their 
own life can be hard: prepare some own 
examples.

• For sharing their experiences students need a 
safe learning environment. 

• Making the past relevant for today does not 
mean judging the past with contemporary 
criteria: make the students aware of that 
nuance. 



LESSON STRUCTURE 1. Presentation: 
a. introducing yourself 
b. getting to know the expectations of the 

students on this topic

2. Introduction and link with the historical 
context of the holocaust

a. Reflecting on the position of bystanders 

3. Group reflection on moral responsibility
a. Discussing the subjectivity of moral 

responsibility 
b. Being aware of the personal historical 

framework

4. Let’s talk about today - exercise on 
contemporary contexts of bystanders

a. Group work on cases

5. What does ‘a bystander mean’?
a. Having a common definition of ‘Bystander’ 

6. And you ? 
a. Describing a situation in which you felt 

a bystander
b. Plenary discussion

7. Why is it hard to react? 
a. Background information on the 

bystander effect

8. What can we do? 
a. What are possible actions? 
b. 8 steps that can help

9. Three strategies to react
a. Distracting
b. Directing
c. Delegating

10. DDD in practice
a. Recognizing the strategies in cases 

11.  And you ? 
a. Reflecting on what you would/could do 

as an upstander? 

ACTIVITY  
PREPARATION

Print the following materials:
• Character cards
•  Cases of contemporary contexts of bystanders
• Worksheet ‘And you?’(bystander)
• Worksheet ‘And you?’ (upstander)
• Quote of Elie Wiesel (https://en.wikipedia.org/

wiki/Elie_Wiesel)
• Prepare the powerpoint 

Read the script (see below)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elie_Wiesel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elie_Wiesel


DESCRIPTION  
OF THE ACTIVITY

SLIDE 1 – Presentation

• Introduce yourself 

• Ask the participants what they expect from 
this workshop – how does this ‘bystander’-
topic relate with their own contexts? What 
are their personal goals today? What do they 
expect from a safe learn environment? 

• Explain the goals you want to achieve: 
o Remembrance Education - Learning from 

the past by linking historical roles to 
the analysis of contemporary bystander 
behavior 

o Gaining a better understanding of what 
bystander behavior can look like and how 
it should be approached in a nuanced 
way 

o Understanding which factors play a role 
when bystander remain silent

o Developing scripts and skills to break 
the bystander effect.  

SLIDE 2 – Elie Wiesel - introduction and link with 
the historical context of the Holocaust 

•  You can start with the very known quote of 
the Romanian-born American Jewish writer, 
professor, political activist, Nobel laureate and 
Holocaust survivor, Elie Wiesel. Read more 
about his life and find an overview of his work 
on: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elie_Wiesel. 

• Explain the following: 
o Elie Wiesel was born in Romania in 1928. 

He was 15 years old when the Nazis 
deported him to Auschwitz. He lost his 
entire family. At 16 years old, he lives in 
Paris all by himself and starts studying 
philosophy. 

• Ask the following questions: 
o What do you think Wiesel means with 

these words? Why would he say that? 
Would you agree? 

• Conclude: 
o These words show us how historical 

events such as the Holocaust made 
scholars and other people think about 
what position a bystander should take. 
This workshop is all about that question. 
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SLIDE 3 – Group reflection on moral responsibility 

• Draw different circles on the board. The inner 
circle has the label “guilty”, the second the 
label “responsible” and the outer circle “not 
responsible”. 

• Each duo of students receive a card with a 
character on it. All of the characters have played 
a role in the history of the Dossin Sammellager. 
Students read their card and place it in one of 
the circles. The closer to the middle, the more 
they feel their character bears responsibility 
for the Belgian deportation of Jews. 

• These are possible characters (which can be 
adapted to the knowledge and the geographical 
context of the group): Annexe A: Character 
Cards (Source: Schram Laurence, Dossin, 
L’antichambre d’Auschwitz, 2017, Editions 
Racine.) 

• When students place the characters on the 
board, you can ask them questions such as: 

o Why do you think this person belongs in 
this circle? 

o What could have been motives for the 
person acting this way? 

o Do you think he or she could have made 
another choice? 

o Do you think he or she felt guilty/
responsible for his actions? 

• Make the conclusion of this exercise explicit. 
The aim is not judging historical characters 
with our today’s moral criteria. It is becoming 
aware of: 

o the grey complexity of the group of 
bystanders (e.g. you didn’t have to 
be anti-Semitic to contribute to the 
persecution of Jews)

o of the subjectivity of moral responsibility 
(we make a moral judgment out of our 
own historical reference frame)  

o It is also gaining insight in the words 
of Abraham Joshua Heschel, American 
rabbi and philosopher: “Few are guilty 
but all are responsible”. 



DESCRIPTION  
OF THE ACTIVITY

Slide 4&5 – Let’s talk about today - Exercise on 
contemporary contexts of bystanders 

• Print the following pages two sided and cut 
them in half. You can of course imagine other 
cases.  (Annexe B: cases)

• Put all the bystander cards with the text 
downwards (and the picture upwards) on a 
table or on the ground. Every student picks one 
card. Those who have chosen the same front 
picture, are now one group. Ask the students 
to read their cards and to put those cards 
together in order to reconstruct the story.  

• After ten minutes, ask each group to resume 
their story for the other groups. 

Slide 6 – What does ‘a bystander’ mean? 

•  Make the definition of a bystander explicit. 

• A bystander is a witness of a critical situation, 
which can be an accident, a fight, a situation 
of discrimination or bullying, … 

• The bystander is confronted with a dilemma 
between not reacting (passive bystander) and 
reacting (active bystander/upstander). 

• 

Slide 7 – And you? 

• Print a work sheet for each student. (Annexe 
C: Bystander)

•  Ask the students to reflect about the 
questions. 

• Those who want, can share their answers 
with the group. 

Slide 8 – 19 – Why is it hard to react?  [Background 
information] 

I. Group conformity 
People apparently feel inhibited to help people in 
need when other people are about. It was first in-
vestigated by John Darley and Bibb Latané. Ten 
days after Kitty Genovese’s murder in 1964, they 
decided to prove that bystanders’ passivity was not 
due to New Yorkers’ character or to the anonymi-
ty of life in big cities, as newspapers were writing, 
but was to be ascribed to this famous ‘bystander 
effect’. Their research shows that the more people 
are present at an emergency, the smaller the odds 
that someone will help. This bystander effect has 
three causes:



DESCRIPTION  
OF THE ACTIVITY

1. Pluralistic ignorance

• Darley and Latané’s first experiment set out to 
test how people are misled by the others when 
it comes to assessing how serious a situation 
might be. They brought people together in a 
room to fill out a questionnaire. After a short 
while, smoke was seen making its way into the 
room. It was clear that a fire had broken out in 
the next room.

• What were the results/findings of Latané 
and Darley’s research? A number of testees 
were subjected to the test while on their 
own. 75% of these testees got up and left the 
room to report the fire. Another group was 
surrounded by actors who pretended not to 
notice anything. You can clearly see the guinea 
pigs’ uneasiness and insecure, but just 38% 
dared break the silence and act. A third group 
was put at ease by others in the room. In this 
situation, a mere 10% reacted.

Testee alone in room 75% reacts

Testee + three others in room 38% reacts

Testee + two people who put him at ease 10% reacts

• This influence is called pluralistic or collective 
ignorance. People tend to misread a situation 
if they see that others do not react in a panic. 
If you apply this to the Kitty Genovese murder, 
we can imagine neighbours telling themselves: 
If this were a really serious situation, the 
neighbourhood would be in uproar wouldn’t 
it? It won’t be anything serious, maybe a tiff 
between lovers. Of course, if everybody thinks 
so… nothing will happen.

2. Diffusion of responsibility

•  Quite often, people do not react because 
they are not sure whether a situation is that 
serious. But even if the situation is very 
clearly an emergency, we can see a second 
element causing the bystander effect. Darley 
and Latané call it ‘diffusion of responsibility’. 
They researched this in a study they called 
‘bystander apathy experiment’. Students were 
brought together for a so-called discussion 
on their daily problems at school. There were 
conversation groups of two, three and six 
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people. The peculiarity was that participants 
were sat in individual cubicles. The conversation 
took place through microphones and they took 
turns to speak.

•  The real situation was that the testees were not 
talking to anyone. They were merely listening 
to recorded voices. At a given moment, the 
testee will hear how his partner in conversation 
will suffer an attack. The voice had already 
told him that he was suffering epileptic fits. 
The message is very clear “If someone can just 
help me out of here… I… I… can’t breathe p-p-
p-properly… I’m feeling… I’m going to d-d-die 
if…” How will testees react? 

•  These are the naked results:

o A mere 31% of all participants in the 
test went to look for help. This does not 
mean that the others did not sympathize 
with the victim: they clearly reacted 
frightened and empathically but they did 
not act.

o Even more interesting:

- In the one-to-one situation, 85% 
went op look for help;

- in the two -to-one situation, 62% 
did so;

- in the five to one situation, 31% re-
acted.

• This goes to show that if people think that they 
are the only witness of an emergency, there 
is a greater probability that they will offer 
help. The bigger the number of bystanders, 
the smaller the odds that help will be offered 
because everybody feels that other are better 
placed to help. A diffusion of responsibility…

• This does not only go in bystander effect 
contexts. You will probably have thought 
of the group assignment you had to make 
together and where nobody appears to take 
the lead. Likewise, after the second World 
War, this argument was massively used to 
defend Nazi perpetrators: individually, they 
only did just a small part of the murderous 
work and did not really feel responsible, like 
the famous French philosopher Voltaire put it: 
not a single snowflake in an avalanche ever 
feels responsible. 
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3. Social inhibition

•  There is another, third element keeping people 
from acting when they witness an emergency. 
This third element is called social inhibition.

• People feel a strong need to be accepted in a 
group. They try to avoid exclusion by conforming 
to a group, by doing what others do.

•  The Asch experiment in the 1950s showed that 
people say faulty things of behave incorrectly 
because the group does so.

•  People who see an emergency, are not sure 
whether it actually is an emergency and see 
that other people do not react, find it difficult 
to draw attention to themselves. They are afraid 
of being found laughable and be dismissed 
because they panic prematurely.

• The BBC, in its series Human Zoo, did a few 
tests on this. Let us have a look.

II. Distance and difference 
Broadly speaking, you can say that the more 
similarity bystanders see between themselves 
and a victim, the more likely he is to help. Decent 
clothing, but also similarities of an ethnic nature 
(ancestry/characteristics) or age will play a part. 
Generally speaking, women will receive help sooner 
than men, probably because they respond more 
strongly to the stereotype of vulnerability.

The element of distance in its literal sense also 
plays a part in emergencies that take place a long 
way from home like hurricanes, genocides, famine… 
Joshua Green, a neuropsychologist, researched 
reactions of people when they are confronted by 
two dilemmas:

1. You drive a car and see a man bleeding from 
his legs on the roadside. If you do not help, 
he will lose his leg. If you do offer help, the 
blood will ruin your car’s upholstery, which 
will cost you several hundreds of Euros. Is 
it morally despicable not to help this man? 
(personal dilemma)

2. An NGO sends you a letter asking you to 
donate 200 Euro for children dying with 
hunger, in a faraway country. Is it morally 
despicable not to donate and use that money 
to buy luxuries? (impersonal dilemma)
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Most respondents found one of these situations 
morally fully despicable. Which? (Most people 
found not taking the bleeding man in your car 
morally fully despicable). Not donating money to 
relieve the famine was deemed acceptable.

“Of course they’re human beings and it’s a terrible 
thing, but the sense of a shared fate is weakened by 
distance and difference”. (Philip Gourevitch, author 
on a.o. Ruanda: I wish to inform you that tomorrow 
we will be killed with our families) 

This element of ‘distance’ was very much an issue 
for a lot of bystanders during e.g. the Second World 
War. If you remember all measures introduced 
by the Nazis against Jewish people (they were 
no longer allowed in parks, that could no longer 
go to cinemas, they were subjected to a curfew, 
etc.)  then you will know that all measures were 
meant to increase the distance between Jews 
and non-Jews as much as possible. Because, the 
greater the distance, the smaller the chances of 
bystander intervention. Ian Kershaw’s statement is 
very relevant in this respect ‘the road to Auschwitz 
was built by hate, but paved with indifference’ (Ian 
Kershaw, British historian, 20th Century) 

III. Blaming the victim (just world belief)
Apart from the degree of identification between 
bystander and victim, another element plays its 
part. When a woman is raped, you quite often hear 
that she probably must have provoked the rape. 
When someone is taken ill, we look for explanations 
in an unhealthy way of living. Poor people spend too 
much money buying mobile phones and television 
sets. People who are out of work, do not look 
hard enough. People in concentration camps are – 
beyond any doubt – criminals.

In sociology, this phenomenon s called just world 
phenomenon. This term refers to the tendency for 
people to believe that the world is based on justice 
and that people get what they merit or deserve. 
Thus, they reason injustice away and more often 
than not they blame the victim. The meaning of 
this behaviour is that people prefer not to see 
themselves as possible victims and so, blame 
injustice on the victim’s behaviour. 
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In 1966, researchers Melvin Lerner and Carolyn 
Simmons of Kentucky University set up the 
victim denigration experiment in which 75 female 
students witnessed electric shocks being delivered 
to another female student. She did not get real 
shocks, she was an assistant to the researchers and 
acted out the pain. Some people in the test were 
given power to stop the torture, other were not. 
Afterwards, they had to complete a questionnaire 
in which they had to judge the victim.

You might expect that the more innocent a victim 
is, the higher the esteem for the victim will be. Yet, 
research shows that our is exactly the reverse: the 
worse its suffering was, and the more a victim was 
helpless, the more negative the bystanders’ view of 
the victim was. Implicitly, people tell themselves 
that such a victim’s suffering must be well deserved. 
A world of justice… Lerner saw this as an attempt 
for people to protect themselves from feeling of 
guilt about her non-intervening.

“The first place the mind goes is the place where 
the world is just.” (David Mc Raney)

IV. Distraction 

V. Emotions and constructions
What passes through a bystander’s mind? Apart 
from the influence of groups and a bystander’s 
view of the victim, we would like to have a look 
at a third point of view: What passes through a 
bystander’s mind?  What thoughts and emotions 
does he experience, impeding or hindering his 
reaction? Let us look at a short but very surprising 
film (December 2014). Afterwards, I shall ask you to 
ask for reasons people give to explain the fact that 
they do not react.

• ‘You get used to it because you witness it daily’
•  It is difficult to make the first move
•  She should find work
•  I do not think about it
•  It is the authorities’ duty
•  …

Indeed, there are several possible emotional and 
cognitive reactions to an emergency or injustice.
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•  ‘Direct fear’ means that you are afraid of 
intervening because you might become a 
victim yourself. This is the case in fights or in 
Kitty Genovese’s attack, but it was also a very 
real anguish people felt during the war.

•  It May ovccur that people do not intervene  
because they are afraid of a ‘confusion of 
responsibility’: if I go to a victim, they may 
think I caused the problem.

•  People often have a strong feeling of 
‘powerlessness’. What can I do? I cannot make 
the difference anyway. The authorities should 
solve this.

• Sometimes apathy is caused by ‘getting used 
to’ (desensitization). The first tramp you see as 
a child is shocking. If you pass through Brussels 
North daily, you simply look past these people.

• ‘Feelings of guilt’ could play a part too. In fact 
you are ashamed of your own passivity, which 
causes you to block up even more and ultimately 
try to shut yourself fully from injustice.

•  “Empathic discomfort” means that you feel 
uneasy because of injustice, you do not know 
how to behave and therefore you ignore it 
completely.

•  ‘Loyalty’ will mainly pop up in situations of 
bullying. In real fact, you know that what is 
happening is not at all OK, but you do not dare 
to intervene because the bully is your friend 
or colleague. You do not want to be disloyal to 
him or her.

Slide 20 – What can we do? 

• Ask the students for input on what possible 
actions they see for themselves. Is there 
something they want to do differently? Do 
they already have strategies to overcome the 
obstacles? 

• You can use brainstorming methodology: ask 
the question and let students first write down 
their ideas individually. Afterwards, ideas can 
be shared and discussed in groups. 

•  Write the ideas down on a flip chart. 

• As a wrap up, you can show the 8 steps we’ve 
based on John Darley, Bib Latané, Ervin Staub, 
Samuel and Pearl Oliner, Kristen Monroe, Philip 
Zimbardo and others. 
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1.  Know how the bystander effect works 
Because if you understand how it works, you 
will recognize it more easily the next time. 

2. Stimulate your “heroic imagination” (Philip 
Zimbardo)
If you want to learn more about Zimbardo’s 
vision, you can visit his website: 
www.heroicimagination.org.

- Recognize yourself as a potential active 
bystander
Samuel Oliner said: “I think that altruism, 
caring, social responsibility is not only 
doable, it is teachable!”.  Ervin Staub 
and Philip Zimbardo also train people 
to be anti-bystanders, among others 
members of the police. 

- Choose your heroes 
Your own heroes (Nelson Mandela or your 
football coach) can be your role model. 
How are they reacting in emergency 
situations? What can you learn from 
them? 

- Imagine yourself as an upstander. 
Don’t think “that’s nothing for me”, “I will 
never be able to do this” (closed mind 
set). Use a ‘growth mind set’: “it will not 
be easy but I want to try”, “What do I 
need to succeed?”.

- Look for networks (stimulate each other)
You don’t need to do this all by yourself. 
If you can create a motivating active 
bystander-network, it will become 
easier to help each other to stand up 
together in a given situation.  

- Think of new ‘scripts’ (let professionals 
guide you)
Try to imagine yourself in a situation 
where you are confronted with dilemmas 
and think about how you would like to 
react. By forming some sort of script in 
your mind, you will find it easy to act 
it out in situations that require action. 
Very often, professional organizations or 
NGO’s already developed ready to use 
scripts about how to react in a situation 
of bullying, of aggression, of medical 
emergency, of domestic violence, of 
racism, … 

www.heroicimagination.org
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3. Practice ‘attracting attention’
This way, you’ll overcome the ‘social inhibit’-
obstacle. May be you should try to adopt 
a new hair style or  to be the first on the 
dance floor. 

4. Be alert for red flags in your environment 
Don’t be distracted. If you want to notice 
people who need help, you’ll have to look 
around. Get into the habit of being alert at 
all times. Zimbardo calls it ‘development of 
your ‘discontinuity detector’.

5. Trust your intuition (even when others 
remain silent) 
If you feel something’s wrong, you’re 
generally right. Break “collective ignorance” 
and check with the other bystanders. 

6. Make the situation explicit: “That doesn’t 
look good”
If you actually come to the conclusion that 
something is wrong, speak out about the 
situation . Say “Something is wrong. I think 
this person needs help.” Doing so, you will 
eliminate the “collective ignorance” barrier 
and you involve other bystanders in this 
dilemma.

Ervin Staub found that infants, when 
confronted with a (simulated) emergency 
reacted more quickly when they were in pairs 
than when they were on their own. Because 
they feel less socially inhibited than adults, 
they started speaking about their fears and 
worries. In most case, this led to attempting 
help together.

7. Take up responsibility (don’t rely on others)
Do not count on others to intervene, thus 
avoiding the diffusion of responsibility. Feel 
responsible and take action, if necessary on 
your own.

8. React! Choose the right strategy. 
• Don’t put yourself in danger
• Practice the right skills. Use for instance 

Wikihow.com. 
• Three possible strategies (DDD)
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Slide 22 – Three methods to react

According to Latané and Darley, there are three 
possible ways to act.

1. Distracting 
Distraction can be necessary in a situation 
where people are physically or verbally 
attacked. Try to move the focus for both 
parties to remove the potential victim from 
the situation. Thinking up an excuse or 
humour could be a weapon.

2. Directing 
Directing means confronting problematic 
behaviour. This could mean interpelling the 
perpetrator in an assertive manner. Doing so, 
the victim can walk away from the situation 
of the perpetrator can cease his behaviour.

3. Delegation
This is a crucial step. You can arrange in 
several ways for the bystander effect to 
be stopped in other people. Staub noticed 
several significant differences. He brought 
two adults together in one room (one was a 
guinea pig, the other an actor). He played a 
sound recording as if someone was suffering 
great physical pains in the next room.

When the actor said: “This is probably part 
of another experiment”, only 25% went to 
have a look in the other room.

When the actor said: “Here is a problem, you 
should go and have a look””, 100% reacted.

So you can move people into action by 
deciding for them and giving them a clear 
task like “call an ambulance now” or “go and 
get a teacher”. 

Even as a victim, delegation is very important. A 
victim should not only make clear that he is in 
need “I have a sprained ankle, I need help”, he 
should also ask help to a specific bystander; 
“You there, will you please support me?”

Slide 23, 24 & 25 – DDD in practice 

• Show the examples to the students. Which 
strategy do they recognize?  

• 23: direct & delegate 
24: distract 
25: direct
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Slide 26 – And you? 

• Ask the students to reflect on how they could 
use the strategies to deal with their own case. 
(Annexe D: Upstander)

• Let them write their answers down. 

• Let them exchange their insights, conclusions 
and suggestions. 

ASSESSMENT
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