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Unit 5
Increase Positive Interventions by Peers

Stepping in to Help
It appears many students would like to help when they see 
someone being hurtful.1  When students do intervene, they 
are often successful in getting the hurtful situations to 
stop.2  Bullied students who have supportive friends 
experience less distress.3 Students admire those who step in 
to help.4 

But publicly confronting someone engaged in bullying 
presents risks of retaliation or humiliation, especially if the 
person being hurtful has greater social status or personal 
power. Unfortunately, when bullying situations do occur, 
from the perspective of those who have been treated badly, 
most often witnesses do not step in to help.5 

Likely, the willingness of witnesses to step in to help is 
dictated by their level of social status and effective skills, as 
well as their perception of the social norms in their school 
community regarding helping those who are treated badly 
or are considered “deviant.” 

The Choice
When students witness bullying or other hurtful behavior, 
they have a choice. They can be a: 

• Hurtful Participant who joins in or supports the 
harm. Hurtful Participants of those who are 
“marginalized” frequently are also “at risk.” Those who 

participate with one who is “socially motivated” may 
perceive their social status to be linked to their 
“leader.” 

• Passive Observer who ignores what is happening or 
walks away. Passive Observers frequently do not have a 
significantly high level of social status or personal 
power. Helping these students learn effective ways they 
can safely and privately intervene will hopefully 
increase their efforts in doing so. 

• Helpful Ally who steps in to help. Helpful Allies tend 
to have higher social status and/or personal power, as 
well as compassion and effective social skills.

Helpful Allies can help in a variety of ways:6 
• Reach Out. Reach out to be kind to the person being 

hurt or left out and help friends resolve conflict.
• Say, “Stop.” Publicly or privately tell the person being 

hurtful to stop.
• Report Concerns. Tell an adult who can help.

Research Insight
The current state of the research on positive peer 
intervention is similar to the fable of the wise men 
describing an elephant. The following is a synthesis of the 
current research--an effort to describe the entire 
“elephant.” In an effort to synthesize this research, it 
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appears that to increase positive peer intervention will 
require addressing Personal Factors, Social and 
Environmental Factors, and Perceived Barriers and 
Rationalizations.

Personal Factors

Motivation

Motivation is grounded in a feeling of personal 
responsibility for well-being of others, acceptance of 
differences, affective empathy, and a feeling of personal 
connection.7  However, as most students do not like to see 
bullying and express a desire to intervene, lack of 
motivation is may not be the most significant determining 
factor in actual intervention.

Lesson: Motivation can likely be increased by a focus on 
social emotional, and cultural competencies and personal 
values. 

Personal Power

The Personal Power factor appears to relate to comparative 
personal power between the one being aggressive, the one 
targeted, and the witness.8  Personal power and social status 
appear to be related, but not identical. One can have 
personal power, but not strive for higher social status.

If a witness is not as powerful as the student being hurtful, 
intervention raises the risk of embarrassment or retaliation. 
If a witness is not as physically strong as the one being 
hurtful, intervention raises the risk of physical harm. Also, 
if witness becomes associated with lower social status 
targeted youth there can be a risk of embarrassment, 
teasing, or damage to their reputation. 

Lesson: It is not likely possible to dramatically change the 
personal power or social status of most witnesses, so the 
strategies to address the Personal Power factor must be 
creative: 

• Seek to influence those witnesses who do have higher 
personal power to be Helpful Allies, by helping them 
gain strategies to increase their skills and motivation. 

• Lower the Personal Power barrier using a positive 
social norms approach , discussed below, that will 
reduce the perceived status of those engaging in 
aggression and increase the perceived status of those 
who step in to help. 

• Provide guidance on more private strategies that can 
help avoid direct, public confrontation with the one 
being hurtful, to reduce the risks associated with lower 
Personal Power.

Self Efficacy

Self-efficacy includes both effective skills and confidence in 
those skills.9  The confidence factor is likely related to the 

student’s perception of his or her own level of personal 
power and/or social status. 

Lesson: Strategies to assist students in gaining effective 
skills to positively intervene that reduce the risks of 
embarrassment or retaliation include: 

• Teach students to Think Things Through as a Helpful 
Ally: What do they want to accomplish in their efforts 
to help? What actions could they take? Is each action 
in accord with their personal values? What might 
happen for each action and would this be safe for 
them? What is their best first option? What could they 
do next if this was not effective?

• Teach students the importance of using private 
strategies, such as reaching out to be kind, privately 
telling a friend to stop being hurtful, or reporting to an 
adult who can help. 

• Teach a safer strategy to publicly say, “stop,” such as 
working with others and not turning the situation into 
a confrontation.

• Provide opportunity to practice these skills. 
• Use “teachable moments,” such as news stories where 

students did intervene in a positive manner, to discuss 
intervention skills. 

Social and Environmental Factors

Friendships

Students who witness hurtful behavior may have 
friendships with either those being aggressive or those 
targeted.10  As it turns out, these friendships are highly 
influential in decisions to intervene. 

• Those who are friends of those targeted are likely to 
reach out to help their friends. 

• The friends of those being hurtful are more likely to 
join in, encourage, or support their friend who is being 
hurtful. These students may be equally “at risk” as 
someone who is “marginalized” or are following the 
leadership of someone who is “socially motivated.” 
This particular group of Hurtful Participants could 
potentially play a very valuable role if they can be 
convinced to privately encourage their friend to stop 
being hurtful and to make things right. 

• If a witness is friends with both, he or she may help to 
resolve or mediate the conflict, or may just do nothing. 

• Those who are friends with neither could step in to 
help, do nothing, or join in the harm, all depending on 
the above personal factors. 

Lesson: The following are recommendations:
• Increase intervention by those who are friends of those 

targeted by increasing their self-efficacy in doing so, 
especially by providing insight into how they can best 
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help their friend self-regulate and Think Things 
Through. 

• Encourage those who are friends with those who are 
hurtful to help their friends stop by increasing their 
self-efficacy to do so and increasing their motivation 
by pointing out that as a perceived supporter of 
someone who is hurtful, their reputation will also be 
damaged. 

• Ensure students have effective conflict resolution skills 
to enable them to help resolve conflicts or stop cycles 
of hurtful acts between friends. 

• Address personal factors and perceived peer norms to 
increase the willingness of students who are not close 
friends with the participants to intervene.

School Climate

Issues related to climate include a variety of factors.11  The 
school must maintain a culture of acceptance and all staff 
members must demonstrate a celebration of differences. 
School staff must reinforce the importance of shared 
responsibility and intervening. Staff interventions must be 
effective if one objective is to increase student’s reporting of 
serious hurtful situations.  

Lesson: Regularly assess climate issues related to 
conditions to reduce bullying or other hurtful behavior and 
support positive peer intervention. 

Perceived Expectations of Peers

The perceived expectations of peers has been identified as a 
critically important factor.12  What students think other 
students think about those who are hurtful, those who 
support those being hurtful, and those who step in to help  
appears to be highly influential.13

The social norms theory suggests that people misperceive 
the attitudes and behaviors of others and this influences 
their own actions. When people learn about the actual 
positive norms of their peer group, they are more willing to 
abide by those norms. 

Whether someone intervenes is ... influenced by the 
extent to which they feel that others in their immediate 
environment share their concerns and will support their 
efforts.14

As noted, the research demonstrates that many students 
think that other students think that those who are hurtful 
are “cool,” but they, themselves, do not like to see these 
hurtful acts.15  Ensuring accurate understanding of the 
disapproval of hurtful behavior and admiration of those 
who step in to help is imperative.

Lesson: Instructional activities should allow students to 
realize the actual norms held by their peers--disapproval of 
hurtful behavior and admiration of those who step in to 
help.  

Perceived Barriers & Rationalizations
Based on a long line of research that considered bystander 
interventions, the factors that appeared to discourage 
witness intervention included: 

• Diffusion of Responsibility--“Someone else should be 
responsible.” 

• Audience Inhibition--“I could fail or embarrass 
myself.” 

• Social Influence--“No one else is doing anything--
nobody else thinks this is wrong.”16

Note from the Embrace Civility Student Survey, the key 
barriers students identified to stepping in to help were 
identified not knowing what they could do, it was not their 
business, they could have failed and embarrassed 
themselves, other students might have teased them if they 
tried to help, and school staff is supposed to handle this. 
Thus, these research-identified barriers were also identified 
by students as barriers. 

When people see a negative situation and think they should 
do something, but don’t, it appears they often rationalize 
why they did not help, to rid themselves of the feelings of 
guilt.17  Rationalizations were discussed in Unit 4. Likely, 
the deny personal responsibility is a significant 
rationalization.

Lesson: To address the perceived barriers, it is necessary to 
ensure students have effective intervention skills, that will 
reduce the potential of failure or embarrassment and a 
school climate that fully supports positive peer 
intervention. 

Holocaust Rescuers
Fascinating insight in positive peer intervention can be 
derived from studies of people who acted to rescue the Jews 
during the Holocaust. Eva Fogelman, daughter of a 
survivor, conducted interviews with such rescuers and 
found four very common attributes:18

• They had well-developed inner values, acceptance of 
differences, and a strong belief that individual action 
mattered.

• They came from loving homes, where parents used 
reasoned discipline rather than punishment. They had 
an altruistic caregiver who modeled compassionate 
values and frequently had suffered a loss in their own 
family that had given rise to increased sympathy for 
others. 

• They had a strong sense of self-competency and in 
their ability to find creative solutions to the very 
difficult situations.

• There were enabling situations that occurred that 
helped to support their efforts. This included a support 
network of like-minded rescuers. 
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As is evident, the more recent research that has focused 
specifically on positive peer intervention in bullying 
situations has identified these similar characteristics. 

Recommendations
Distilling all of this research insight into a positive action 
plan, there appear to be three exceptionally important 
action steps to increasing positive peer intervention:

• Address the misperception of the social norms by 
effectively communicating the actual positive norms of 
disapproval of hurtful behavior and admiration for 
those who step in to help. 

• Help students learn specific skills they can use to step 
in to help, that will reduce the risks or retaliation or 
embarrassment. 

• Ensure the school climate embraces diversity, 
compassionate leadership, and positive peer 
intervention. 

Positive Peer Norms
It is necessary to increase students’ understandings that the 
majority of their peers disapprove of those engaging in 
hurtful behavior, so that being hurtful is not viewed as a 
way to gain attention or establish social status or 
popularity. Additionally, increase students’ awareness of 
the degree to which their peers truly admire those who step 
in to help and do not admire those who support their 
friends who are hurtful. The following are recommended 
strategies:

• Conduct a local survey and engage in student 
instructional activities that illustrate student norms. 

• Have students create posters that demonstrate the local 
positive norms.

• Place kind and respectful students in a leadership role 
in delivering the positive social norms messaging to 
others. Some approaches to consider include:
- Use kind and respectful older students to teach those 

who are younger. (Be careful to select students who 
have a long history of being kind and respectful--not 
those who are now at the pinnacle of leadership 
gained by being hurtful.)

- Establish a student leadership team that will provide 
informal messaging, PSAs, and develop other 
activities. (Again, be careful about the selection of 
student leaders.)

Effective Skills
The following are recommended strategies: 

• Provide students with the opportunity to learn and 
practice specific Helpful Ally skills, with a focus on 
more private intervention actions that have reduced 
risks of embarrassment or retaliation. The specific 

skills taught in the Be a Leader! Embrace Civility 
program include these:
- Reach Out. Be a Leader! Embrace Civility teaches 

students to how to reach out to be kind to those who 
have been treated badly, left out, or are in conflict. 
Most students know a variety of ways they can reach 
out to be kind. Some of these are presented. The 
program also teaches students an approach they can 
use to help a friend Think Things Through to 
develop strategies for how they can respond and an 
easy to follow process that can be used to help others 
resolve conflict.

- Say “Stop.” Be a Leader! Embrace Civility teaches 
students to recognize rationalizations, important 
guidelines to follow, a variety of ways they could 
possibly say “stop,” and a Think Things Through 
process they can follow to privately tell a friend to 
stop being hurtful and to make things right. 

- Report Concerns. Be a Leader! Embrace Civility 
helps students recognize when it is important to 
report serious or ongoing concerns to an adult who 
can help and how to report such concerns. 

• Honestly address the perceived barriers to stepping in 
to help and increase understandings of rationalizations 
for not helping.

• Teach the importance of using private strategies, which 
have a reduced risk of embarrassment or retaliation. 

• Provide opportunities for students to present and 
discuss their own effective use of intervention 
strategies and reinforce their insight. Provide the 
opportunity for students to practice intervention 
strategies.

• Pay specific attention to those students who appear to 
be Hurtful Participants who are reinforcing the hurtful 
behavior of their friends. 
- Note when students have appeared to be supporting 

the hurtful actions of their peer and discuss this with 
them privately. Help them to recall the opinions of 
their peers regarding who they admire and why they 
would not be hurtful to someone. Challenge them to 
consider whether their apparent support for 
someone else who is hurtful isn’t really the same 
thing.

• Engage students in the creation of posters or 
bookmarks illustrating someone demonstrating a 
specific Helpful Ally skill. The posters can then be 
displayed throughout the school. Bookmarks can be 
reproduced and provided in the school library. 
Selected posters could also be turned into screen savers 
that could appear on the school computers. 

- 4 - 



Positive School Climate
Students will model the attitudes and behavior of staff. Key 
questions staff must ask themselves:

• Does staff always model the importance of treating all 
students with respect?

• Does staff avoid actions that might humiliate students 
in front of their peers?

• Do staff promptly and effectively intervene in hurtful 
situations they witness or are reported? 
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