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TITLE OF THE REVIEW
Effects of Bystander Programs on the Prevention of Sexual Assault among Adolescents and
College Students: A Systematic Review

BACKGROUND
Sexual assault is a significant problem among adolescents and college students in the United
States. Findings from the Campus Sexual Assault study indicated that 15.9% of responding
college women had experienced attempted or completed sexual assault (i.e., unwanted
sexual contact that could include sexual touching, oral sex, intercourse, anal sex, or
penetration with a finger or object) prior to entering college and 19% had experienced
attempted or completed sexual assault since entering college (Krebs, Lindquist, Warner,
Fisher, & Martin, 2009). These rates are problematic, as sexual assault in adolescence
and/or young adulthood is associated with adverse outcomes, such as repeated victimization,
depressive symptomology, heavy drinking, and suicidal ideation (Cortens, Eckenrode, &
Rothman, 2013; Cui, Ueno, Gordon, & Fincham, 2013; Halpern, Spriggs, Martin, & Kupper,
2009). Importantly, there is evidence indicating experiences of sexual assault during these
two life phases are related, as victimization and perpetration during adolescence are,
respectively, associated with increased risk of victimization and perpetration during young
adulthood (Cui, Ueno, Gordon, & Fincham, 2013). Thus, early prevention efforts are of
paramount importance.
Reviews of research on the effectiveness of programs designed to prevent sexual assault
among adolescents and college students have noted both a dearth of quality studies, such as
randomized controlled trials (RCTs), and minimal evidence that these prevention programs
have meaningful effects on young people’s behavior (DeGue, Valle, Holt, Massetti, Matjasko,
& Tharp, 2014; De Koker, Mathews, Zuch, Bastien, & Mason-Jones, 2014). Concerning the
latter point, evaluations of such programs tend to measure attitudinal outcomes (e.g., rape
supportive attitudes, rape myth acceptance) more frequently than behavioral outcomes (e.g.,
perpetration or victimization) (Anderson & Whiston, 2005; Cornelius & Resseguie, 2007;
DeGue et al., 2014). Additionally, findings from a meta-analysis of studies assessing
outcomes of college sexual assault prevention programs have suggested effects are larger for
attitudinal outcomes than for the actual incidence of sexual assault (Anderson & Whiston,
2005).
Given this paucity of evidence of behavior change, it is imperative that researchers identify
effective strategies for preventing sexual assault among adolescents and young adults. One
promising strategy is the implementation of bystander programs, which encourage young
people to intervene when witnessing incidents or warning signs of sexual assault. The
strength of the bystander model is its emphasis on the role of peers in the prevention of
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violence. Peers are a salient influence on young people’s intimate relationships (Adelman &
Kil, 2007; Giordano, 2003). In some respects, this can be detrimental, as having friends
involved in violent intimate relationships (i.e., characterized by sexual or physical violence)
is a risk factor for becoming both a perpetrator and victim of violence (Arriaga & Foshee,
2004; Foshee, Benefield, Ennett, Bauman, & Suchindran, 2004; Foshee, Linder,
MacDougall, & Bangdiwala, 2001; Foshee, Reyes, & Ennett, 2010; McCauley et al., 2013).
However, peers can also have a positive impact on intimate relationships.
Young victims and perpetrators of violence are often reluctant to divulge their experience or
to seek help (especially from adults), but when they do seek help they often seek it from their
peers (Ashley & Foshee, 2005; Black, Tolman, Callahan, Saunders, & Weisz, 2008; Molidor
& Tolman, 1998; Weisz, Tolman, Callahan, Saunders, & Black, 2007). This indicates that
victims trust their peers to provide a valuable source of support after an assault has occurred.
Importantly, it also suggests that peers have the potential to play a pivotal role in the
prevention of sexual assault by intervening when they witness its warning signs. In fact, in a
contemporary “hookup culture” adolescents and young adults are more likely to meet and
socialize in groups than they are to date in pairs and, thus, warning signs of assault are
frequently exhibited in communal spaces (Bogle, 2007; 2008; Molidor & Tolman, 1998).
Thus, the social nature of intimate relationships during these life stages can make peers
pivotal actors in the prevention of sexual assault.
However, the potential for peer intervention can be undermined by a general “bystander
effect” that diffuses responsibility for action in group settings (Darley & Latane, 1968). In
order to intervene as a witness to sexual assault, individuals must notice the event (or its
warning signs), define the event as warranting action/intervention, take responsibility for
acting (i.e., feel a sense of personal duty), and demonstrate a sufficient level of self-efficacy
(i.e., perceived competence to successfully intervene) (Latane & Darley, 1969). Studies have
indicated that, as witnesses to sexual assault, young people often fail to meet these criteria
(Banyard, 2008; Bennett, Banyard, & Garnhart, 2014; Burn, 2009; Casey & Ohler, 2012;
Exner & Cummings, 2011; McCauley et al., 2013; McMahon, 2010; Noonan & Charles,
2009), with males being less likely than females to intervene (Banyard, 2008; Burn, 2009;
Edwards, Rodenhizer-Stampfli, & Eckstein, 2015; Exner & Cummings, 2011; McMahon,
2010). Thus, bystander programs seek to sensitize young people to warning signs of sexual
assault, create attitudinal change that fosters bystander responsibility for intervening (e.g.,
creating empathy for victims), and build requisite skills/tactics for taking action (Banyard,
2011; Banyard, Plante, & Moynihan, 2004; McMahon & Banyard, 2012).
Illustrating the perceived benefits of such programs, the 2013 Campus Sexual Violence
Elimination (SaVE) Act requires post-secondary educational institutions participating in
Title IV financial aid programs to provide incoming college students with primary prevention
and awareness programs addressing sexual violence. Importantly, the Campus SaVE Act
mandates that these programs include a component on bystander intervention. Currently,
there is no comparable legislation regarding sexual assault among adolescents (e.g.,
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mandating bystander programs in secondary schools). This is an unfortunate oversight, as
adolescents who experience sexual assault are at an increased risk of repeated victimization
in young adulthood (Cui et al., 2013). Thus, the implementation of bystander programs in
secondary schools not only has the potential to reduce sexual assault among adolescents, but
may also have the long-term potential to reduce sexual assault on college campuses.
Findings of a 2013 meta-analysis of studies published/reported through 2011 indicated that
bystander programs have meaningful effects on the prevention of sexual assault on college
campuses ([Jennifer] Katz & Moore, 2013). Katz and Moore found moderate effects of
bystander programs on participants’ efficacy and intentions to intervene and small (but
significant) effects on bystander behavior, rape-supportive attitudes, and rape proclivity (but
not perpetration). Effects were generally stronger among younger samples and samples
containing a higher percentage of males. The stronger effect for younger participants (i.e.,
younger college students) suggests such programs may be particularly effective with
adolescents.
There are currently no existing meta-analyses examining the effects of bystander programs
on attitudes and behaviors regarding sexual assault among adolescents. Furthermore, there
are no studies that account for variability in content across bystander programs. This is
significant, as bystander programs exhibit a great deal of content variability, most notably in
framing sexual assault as a gendered or gender-neutral problem (Storer, Casey, &
Herrenkohl, 2015).
Research has indicated that, relative to males, females are overwhelmingly the victims of
sexual assault (Foshee, 1996; Gressard, Swahn, & Tharp, 2015; Harned, 2001; Howard,
Wang, & Yan, 2007). Thus, the earliest bystander programs tended to apply a gendered
perspective to the prevention of sexual assault among adolescents and college students. For
example, [Jackson] Katz (1995) developed the Mentors in Violence Prevention Program
(MVP) with the goal of inspiring male college athletes to challenge sociocultural definitions
of masculinity that equate men’s strength with dominance over women. At the time of its
inception, MVP was unique in its explicit focus on masculinity as well as its nonthreatening
“bystander” approach that encouraged young men to intervene when witnessing acts (or
warning signs) of violence against women. As Katz explained, MVP reduces young men’s
defensiveness to violence prevention efforts by focusing on men as potential bystanders to
violence, rather than potential perpetrators of violence. In addition to reducing men’s
defensiveness to intervention efforts, this bystander approach emphasizes the point that
“when men don’t speak up or take action in the face of other men’s abusive behavior toward
women, that constitutes implicit consent of such behavior” (Katz, 1995, p. 168).
Since the inception of MVP a number of programs have emerged to address barriers to
bystander intervention among adolescents and college students. While they all share the
common goal of inspiring bystanders to act in ways that prevent sexual assault, these
programs exhibit a great deal of variation in scope pertaining to their target bystander
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populations (i.e., males and/or females, secondary school or college students), sex of victims,
and gendered versus gender-neutral approach. For example, some programs use a gendered
approach by (1) critiquing gender norms that can promote violence against women and (2)
encouraging males to intervene on behalf of female victims (e.g., MVP, see Katz, 1995).
Others use a gender-neutral approach to build a sense of community responsibility to
intervene on behalf of both male and female victims of sexual assault (e.g., Bringing in the
Bystander, see Banyard, Moynihan, & Crossman, 2009; Banyard, Moynihan, & Plante,
2007). One of the major differences between gendered and gender-neutral bystander
programs is that the former places socio-cultural forces, such as gender norms, at the center
of discussions of violence whereas the latter places the bystander, and his/her individual
cognitive processes when encountering violence, at the center of discussions of violence
([Jackson] Katz, Hesiterkamp, & Fleming, 2011; Messner, 2015).
Comparing the effects of gendered and gender-neutral programs has the potential to identify
important determinants of the success of bystander programs. Although there is no
empirical examination of the different effects of these programs, there are theoretical
reasons to believe that each has the potential to be successful under certain conditions.
Specifically, gendered approaches to bystander education programs may be better suited to
target socio-cultural facilitators of sexual assault against women and address different
patterns of bystander behaviors exhibited by males and females (Banyard, 2008; Burn,
2009; Exner & Cummings, 2011; Katz et al., 2011; [Jennifer] Katz, 2015; [Jennifer] Katz,
Colbert, & Colangelo, 2015; McCauley et al., 2013; McMahon, 2010; Messner, 2015). On the
other hand, gender-neutral programs have the benefit of deflecting the criticism that
prevention programs utilizing a gendered approach are inherently anti-male (Katz et al.,
2011; Messner, 2015). Avoidance of such criticism is paramount to the success of sexual
assault prevention programs. This is because adolescents and young adults who are coming
of age in a “post-feminist” era are likely to reject gendered explanations of sexual assault
and, instead, respond more positively to gender-neutral programs that use inclusive
language that can be applied to a broad range of victims and perpetrators (Barreto &
Ellemers, 2005; Kettrey, in press; Swim, Aikin, Hall, & Hunter, 1995).
The proposed Campbell Review will examine the effects of bystander programs on attitudes
(i.e., perceptions of violence/victims, self-efficacy to intervene, intentions to intervene) and
behaviors (i.e., actual intervention behavior, perpetration) regarding sexual assault among
adolescents and college students. Importantly, it will present meta-analytic findings to assess
the influence of moderators (e.g., gender composition of sample, age/educational level of
sample, gendered content of program) on the effects of bystander programs. Given that the
2013 Campus SaVE Act mandates bystander education as a component of primary
prevention of sexual assault on college campuses, findings will provide vital assessment of
legislation outcomes. Specifically, findings will (1) provide an updated analysis of the effects
of bystander programs, (2) examine previously unanalyzed moderators of the effectiveness of
bystander programs (e.g., content), and (3) evaluate the effects of bystander programs
among adolescents. This latter contribution has the potential to inform directions for future
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policy and/or legislation pertinent to prevention efforts in secondary schools. This is of vital
importance in breaking patterns of sexual assault, considering that victimization and
perpetration in adolescence are associated with victimization and perpetration in young
adulthood (Cui et al., 2013).
Preliminary scoping searches of journal articles, research reports, conference proceedings,
and theses/dissertations suggest that the final review and meta-analysis will likely include
20-30 studies that meet all eligibility criteria (as outlined below). Importantly, preliminary
searches suggested an increased accumulation of research assessing outcomes of bystander
programs since the enactment of the Campus SaVE Act – and after the publication of Katz
and Moore’s (2013) meta-analysis, which only included studies published through 2011.

OBJECTIVES
The overall objective of this systematic review and meta-analysis is to examine what effects
bystander programs have on sexual assault among adolescents and college students. More
specifically, and given the study designs used in the current evidence base, this systematic
review will address three objectives:
The first objective is to assess the overall effects, and the variability of the effects, of
bystander programs on adolescents’ and college students’ attitudes and behaviors regarding
sexual assault. This includes general attitudes toward violence and victims, self-efficacy to
intervene, intentions/willingness to intervene when witnessing signs of sexual assault, actual
intervention behavior, and perpetration of sexual assault.
The second objective is to explore the comparative effectiveness of bystander programs for
different profiles of participants (e.g., mean age or education level of sample, proportion of
males/females in sample).
The third objective is to explore the comparative effectiveness of different bystander
programs in terms of gendered content (e.g., conceptualizing sexual assault as a gendered or
gender-neutral problem) in order to identify characteristics of the most effective programs.

EXISTING REVIEWS
Currently, there are no Cochrane or Campbell Reviews evaluating the effects of bystander
programs on sexual assault among adolescents and/or college students. Of modest relevance
to the proposed review, the Cochrane and Campbell libraries include meta-analyses of the
effects of more general programs (not bystander programs) designed to prevent or reduce
relationship/dating violence among adolescents and/or young adults (De La Rue, Polanin,
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Espelage, & Pigott, 2014; Fellmeth, Heffernan, Nurse, Habibula, & Sethi, 2013). Both of
these reviews reported violence outcomes as aggregate measures that do not distinguish
sexual violence from other forms of violence. Although they each found some evidence of
significant effects on knowledge or attitudes pertinent to violence, neither found evidence of
significant effects on young people’s behavior (i.e., rates of perpetration/victimization).
Two reviews published outside of the Campbell and Cochrane libraries are of closer
relevance to the proposed review. These include a meta-analysis of the effects of bystander
programs on sexual assault on college campuses (Katz & Moore, 2013) and a narrative
review of studies examining the effects of bystander programs on dating and sexual violence
among adolescents and young adults (Storer et al., 2015).
In what they called an “initial” meta-analysis of experimental and quasi-experimental
studies (published through 2011), Katz & Moore (2013) found moderate effects of bystander
programs on participants’ self-efficacy and intentions to intervene and small (but significant)
effects on bystander behavior, rape-supportive attitudes, and rape proclivity (but not
perpetration). Effects were generally stronger among younger samples and samples
containing a higher percentage of males.
In a narrative review of studies examining the effects of bystander programs on dating
violence and sexual assault among adolescents and young adults Storer et al. (2015)
highlighted positive effects on bystander self-efficacy and intentions, but noted less evidence
of positive effects on actual bystander behavior or of effects on perpetration of violence.
While informative, each of these reviews has limitations. Katz & Moore’s (2013) metaanalysis focused exclusively on sexual assault on college campuses and did not examine
effects of such programs among adolescents. Although Storer et al. (2015) focused on studies
examining violence among both adolescents and young adults, their sample was limited in
that it was exclusively composed of peer-reviewed articles (i.e., the sample explicitly
excluded theses, dissertations, and other gray literature) and the authors specified no
research design criteria for inclusion (i.e., the sample included low-quality studies such as
those utilizing single group pre-post-test designs). Importantly, Storer et al. reported no
meta-analytic findings. Thus, there are currently no existing meta-analyses examining the
effects of bystander programs on attitudes and behaviors regarding sexual assault among
both college students and adolescents. Additionally, Katz & Moore’s early meta-analysis only
included studies published/reported through 2o11 (two years prior to the 2013 Campus SaVE
Act) and did not evaluate program content as a moderator.

INTERVENTION
Eligible programs are those that approach participants as allies in preventing and/or
alleviating sexual assault among adolescents and/or college students. Some part of the
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program must focus on ways that cultivate a willingness for a person to respond to others
who are at risk for sexual assault. All delivery formats are eligible for inclusion (e.g., inperson training sessions, video programs, web-based training, ad/poster campaigns). There
are no treatment duration criteria for inclusion.
Studies that report bystander outcomes but do not meet the aforementioned program
criteria are not eligible for inclusion. Additionally, studies that assess outcomes of programs
that aim to facilitate pro-social bystander behavior, but that do not explicitly include a
component addressing sexual assault (e.g., programs to prevent bullying) are not eligible.
Eligible comparison groups receive no treatment targeting bystander attitudes/behavior or
sexual assault. Thus, treatment-treatment studies that compare individuals assigned to
complete a bystander program with individuals assigned to complete a general sexual assault
prevention program that does not meet the above definition of a bystander program are not
eligible. However, eligible comparison groups may receive a sham treatment that is expected
to have no effect on bystander outcomes or attitudes/behaviors regarding sexual assault.

POPULATION
The review will focus on studies that examine outcomes of bystander programs that target
sexual assault and are implemented with adolescents and/or college students in educational
settings. Eligible educational settings include secondary schools (i.e., grades 7-12) and
colleges or universities.

OUTCOMES
The proposed review will include studies that measure the effects of bystander programs on
one or more of the following outcomes:
1. General attitudes toward sexual assault and victims (e.g., victim empathy, rape myth
acceptance, etc.).
2. Intentions to intervene (including self-efficacy) when witnessing instances or
warning signs of sexual assault.
3. Actual intervention behavior when witnessing instances or warning signs of sexual
assault.
4. Perpetration of sexual assault.
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Depending on directionality, these outcomes capture both intended and adverse effects (e.g.,
increases or decreases in victim empathy, pro-social bystander behavior, etc.) that are
important to adolescents, college students, and decision-makers alike. If sufficient data exist
the review will also include an indirect analysis of resource use by comparing outcomes
between resource-intensive programs (e.g., in-person sessions) and less-resource intensive
programs (e.g., video programs, web-based training, ad/poster campaigns).

STUDY DESIGNS
To be eligible for inclusion in the review, studies must use an experimental or controlled
quasi-experimental research design to compare an intervention group (e.g., students
assigned to complete a bystander program) with a comparison group (e.g., students not
assigned to complete a bystander program). Specifically, we plan to include the following
designs:
1. Randomized controlled trials: Studies in which individuals, classrooms, or schools
are randomly assigned to intervention and comparison conditions.
2. Quasi-randomized controlled trials: Studies where assignment is quasi-random, for
example, by birth date, date of week, student identification number, month, or some
other alternation method.
3. Controlled quasi-experimental designs: Studies where participants are not assigned
to conditions randomly or quasi-randomly (e.g., participants self-select into groups).
Given the potential selection biases inherent in these controlled quasi-experimental
design, we will only include those that also meet one of the following criteria:
a. Regression discontinuity designs: Studies that use a cut-score to assign
participants to intervention and comparison groups, and assess program
impacts around the cut-score.
b. Studies that use propensity score or other matching methods to create a
matched sample of participants in the intervention and comparison groups.
To be eligible for inclusion, these studies must also provide enough statistical
information to permit estimation of baseline equivalence effect sizes for the
matched groups.
c. For studies where participants in the intervention and comparison groups are
not matched, enough statistical information must be reported that will permit
us to estimate baseline equivalence effect sizes for at least one outcome
measure.
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Consistent with Campbell policies and procedures, studies using experimental and quasiexperimental research designs will be synthesized separately in the meta-analyses.
Furthermore, we plan to collect extensive data on the risk of bias and study quality of all
eligible studies, which we will attend to carefully when interpreting the findings from the
systematic review and meta-analyses. We plan to conduct extensive sensitivity analyses
related to possible selection biases inherent in the primary studies, and how those biases
may be related to the observed effects of bystander programs.
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