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Abstract Bystander action is a critical component of

dating and sexual aggression prevention; however, little is

known about barriers and facilitators of bystander action

among high school youth and in what situations youth are

willing to engage in bystander action. The current study

examined bystander action in situations of dating and

sexual aggression using a mixed methodological design.

Participants included primarily Caucasian (83.0 %,

n = 181) male (54.6 %, n = 119) and female (44.5 %,

n = 97) high school youth (N = 218). Most (93.6 %)

students had the opportunity to take action during the past

year in situations of dating or sexual aggression; being

female and histories of dating and sexual aggression related

to bystander action. Thematic analysis of the focus group

data identified barriers (e.g., the aggression not meeting a

certain threshold, anticipated negative consequences) to

bystander action, as well as insight on promising forms of

action (e.g., verbally telling the perpetrator to stop, getting

a teacher); problematic intervention methods (e.g.,

threatening or using physical violence to stop the perpe-

trator) were also noted. Implications for programming are

discussed.

Keywords Dating violence � Sexual violence � Bystander
action � Helping � Social support � Nonaction � Social
norms � Mixed methods � Focus groups

Introduction

A growing body of research has documented the alarm-

ingly high rates of dating (physical, sexual, and psycho-

logical aggression that happens between current or former

dating partners) and sexual (any unwanted sexual behavior

ranging from sexual contact to completed rape that can

occur between individuals in any type of relationship) ag-

gression among high school youth (Centers for Disease

Control and Prevention 2014; Hamby et al. 2011). Re-

search also documents the deleterious psychological, phy-

sical, interpersonal, and academic consequences associated

with dating and sexual aggression (Black et al. 2011; Coker

et al. 2002), which underscores the critical importance of

developing and implementing evidence-based dating and

sexual aggression prevention efforts for adolescents. Dat-

ing and sexual aggression often co-occur and share many

of the same etiological risk factors, and are thus often

examined together in research and targeted concurrently in

prevention programming (Foshee et al. 2004; Hamby and

Grych 2013).

One type of prevention effort that has been recognized

as a critical component to dating and sexual aggression

programming is bystander education and training (Banyard

2013; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2014).

Such programs help participants as potential bystanders
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develop behaviors that aid in the prevention of dating and

sexual aggression and assist in victims’ recovery from

dating and sexual aggression experiences (Banyard 2013).

To address bystander action in programming efforts, it is

important to understand the factors that facilitate or hinder

bystander action. Accordingly, there is a burgeoning body

of literature examining the factors related to dating and

sexual aggression bystander action among college students

(e.g., Banyard and Moynihan 2011; Bennett et al. 2014),

rural young adults (e.g., Edwards et al. 2014), and urban

populations (e.g., Frye 2007; Frye et al. 2008).

However, far less research has focused on dating and

sexual aggression bystander action among high school youth

(e.g., McCauley et al. 2013; Noonan and Charles 2009; Van

Camp et al. 2014), and no research has specifically examined

dating and sexual aggression bystander actions using a

mixed methodological approach with high school youth,

which was the focus of the current study. A better under-

standing of the facilitators and barriers to bystander action

in situations of dating and sexual aggression among high

school youth as well as the specific situations in which

helping happens and the methods used could be useful for

creating and tailoring dating and sexual aggression preven-

tion programming. Mixed methodological research is espe-

cially important when studying bystander action given that it

allows researchers to examine the prevalence and quantita-

tive correlates of dating and sexual aggression bystander

action as well as collect rich detail about the language youth

use when discussing both dating and sexual aggression by-

stander action, all of which are important in the development

of age-appropriate and relevant prevention.

Bystander action has historically been guided by the

framework proposed by Latane and Darley (1970), and

more recently has been adapted for dating and sexual ag-

gression by Banyard (2011) to include relational and

community factors that may impact bystander action.

Latane and Darley’s (1970) model asserts that bystander

action involves first noticing the situations as problematic,

assuming responsibility to do something about it, creating a

course of action for what must be done, and lastly,

choosing to act. Banyard (2011) expanded this model and

suggested that intrapersonal variables (e.g., gender and

attitudes towards violence) and contextual variables (e.g.,

closeness to the victim, severity of the situation) may also

impact dating and sexual aggression bystander action be-

haviors. Although these individual, relational, and con-

textual correlates have been studied extensively with adult

populations (e.g., see Banyard 2011 and Bennett et al. 2014

for reviews), only a handful of studies have examined

correlates and perceptions of dating and sexual aggression

bystander action among high school youth.

Guided by Banyard’s (2011) theoretical model, we

chose to focus on demographic, attitudinal, and behavioral

correlates of bystander action. Specifically, we were most

interested in the role of gender and age, rape myth ac-

ceptance, and a history of physical and sexual dating ag-

gression victimization, since these are frequently-studied

correlates of dating and sexual aggression bystander action

among adults (Banyard 2008; Brown et al. 2014; Burn

2009; Koelsch et al. 2012; McMahon 2010), as well as

correlates of dating and sexual aggression perpetration

(Basile et al. 2013; de Bruijn et al. 2006; Reyes and Foshee

2013, Wolitzky-Taylor et al. 2008). Furthermore, debunk-

ing rape myths is a key component of bystander-focused

dating and sexual aggression prevention programming with

college students (Eckstein et al. 2013; McMahon 2010). To

date, however, little research has examined these demo-

graphic, attitudinal, and behavioral correlates of bystander

action among youth.

Among the limited studies with youth to date, research

generally finds that boys are less likely to intervene in dating

aggression situations than girls (Jaffe et al. 1992; Van Camp

et al. 2014). Further, although Van Camp et al. (2014) found

that a history of dating aggression victimization was unre-

lated to likelihood of intervening in situations of dating ag-

gression among Canadian high school youth, McCauley

et al. (2013) found that as likelihood to intervene in dating

aggression situations increased among high school athletes,

the likelihood of perpetrating dating aggression decreased.

Although not yet studied with high school samples, research

with adult samples has found that there may be other im-

portant demographic (e.g., less bystander action with in-

creased age) and attitudinal (e.g., less bystander action

among individuals high in rape myth acceptance) correlates

of bystander action and non-action (see Banyard 2008 and

Banyard and Moynihan 2011 for a reviews).

Although a few survey-based studies have examined

dating and sexual aggression bystander action among high

school youth, no studies to date have examined perceptions

of bystander action using a qualitative methodology among

high school youth. Qualitative methodologies are espe-

cially important for examining relatively new fields of in-

quiry, such as dating and sexual aggression bystander

action among youth, in order to build theory and obtain

specific details of situations and languages that can be di-

rectly incorporated into prevention program materials.

Though there are no studies to date with high school youth,

Noonan and Charles (2009) conducted focus groups with

middle school youth and found that youth were more likely

to report intentions to intervene in situations of physical

dating aggression compared to situations of emotional and

verbal dating aggression. Youth reported that they would

be less likely to intervene if the perpetrator was not a close

friend. Non-action was related to concerns about being a

‘‘snitch’’ as well as concerns about personal safety. Pro-

viding advice (i.e., most commonly to terminate the
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abusive relationship) to victims was reported as a common

action method (Noonan and Charles 2009). In another

qualitative study of urban, African-American middle

school youth, Weisz and Black (2008) found that bystander

non-action was the most common hypothetical response to

a video vignette depicting a boy abusing his girlfriend.

Reasons for non-action were primarily because youth be-

lieved it was not their business or concerns they would get

hurt or in trouble. Although specific to bullying, Ferrans

et al. (2012) conducted in-depth interviews with 8th gra-

ders and found that bystander action was impacted by

youth’s interpretation of the underlying nature of the

situations (e.g., joke vs. gone too far), relationship with the

victim and perpetrator, feelings of moral responsibility, and

power status in the relationship.

Although our knowledge of dating and sexual aggression

bystander action has increased, there remains a dearth of

research that has focused on high school youth using both

quantitative and qualitative methods. While there are many

similarities in adolescents and young adults dating experi-

ences as well as middle and high school youths dating ex-

periences, there are documented developmental differences

(e.g., adolescents have less monogamous relationships than

young adults; adolescents use less words than younger

adults during conflict resolution; more pronounced gen-

dered dating attitudes and behaviors in adolescence than

young adulthood; Lanza and Collins 2008; Markiewicz

et al. 2006; Norona et al. 2013). Furthermore, adolescent

romantic relationships in early adolescence differ from

those in mid-to late adolescence in duration (i.e., relation-

ships in early adolescence are shorter than relationships in

mid-to-late adolescence) and social function (i.e., relation-

ships in early adolescence are driven more by enhancing

peer group status, whereas relationships in mid-to-late

adolescence are based more on intimacy and companion-

ship; Furman and Wehner 1997). Thus, we cannot assume

that bystander action in dating and sexual situations among

high school students would be the same as bystander action

among middle school youth or adult populations. Also, the

benefit of using a mixed methodological design is that we

can examine the prevalence and quantitative correlates of

dating and sexual aggression bystander action as well as

collect rich detail about the language youth use when dis-

cussing both dating and sexual aggression bystander action,

all of which are important in the development of age-ap-

propriate and relevant prevention programming.

The Current Study

The current study was largely descriptive and utilized a

mixed methodological approach to shed light on the fol-

lowing questions: (1) To what extent do high school youth

report engaging in actual dating and sexual aggression

bystander action behaviors and how do gender, age, dating

during the past year, rape myths, and sexual and dating

aggression victimization correlate with these bystander

action behaviors? (2) What are the factors that facilitate or

hinder students’ engagement in dating and sexual aggres-

sion bystander action behaviors? (3) What are the situa-

tions in which students’ engage in dating and sexual

aggression bystander action behavior and what are the

specific methods in which students engage in these be-

haviors? Whereas the first research question was examined

using survey data from students, the second and third re-

search questions were examined using qualitative focus

group data.

These are important questions to empirically examine

given the understudied nature of bystander action among

youth in situations of dating and sexual aggression, and the

implications of such findings for the development of by-

stander-focused prevention programming. Given the dearth

of research to date and the largely qualitative focus of this

study, we posed research questions as opposed to a priori

hypotheses. Although dating and sexual aggression often

co-occur with other forms of aggression, such as bullying,

we chose to focus on dating and sexual aggression in this

study for three reasons. First, there is limited research to

date with youth on bystander action in situations of dating

and sexual aggression, especially in comparison to other

forms of aggression (e.g., bullying). Second, research

suggests that bullying typically declines during the high

school years and aggression in dating and sexual relation-

ships often increases during the high school years (Espe-

leage et al. 2014). Lastly, we had a limited amount of time

to conduct surveys and focus groups with students, which

precluded us from administering more comprehensive

surveys and broadening the scope of our focus group

discussions.

Methods

Participants

Participants were 218 high school youth from three high

schools in New England (one rural, two urban, USA). A

slight majority (54.6 %, n = 119) identified as male,

(44.5 %, n = 97) identified as female, and (0.9 %, n = 2)

identified as ‘‘other.’’ The average participant age was

15.56 (SD = 1.32, range = 13–18). Nearly half (46.8 %,

n = 102) of the sample was in 9th grade, (8.7 %, n = 19)

were in 10th grade, (24.3 %, n = 53) were in 11th grade,

and (20.2 %, n = 44) were in 12th grade. The majority of

participants were Caucasian (83.0 %, n = 181); (15.6 %,

n = 34) were a racial minority (either Asian/Pacific
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Islander, Black/African American, or Hispanic/Latino),

and (1.4 %, n = 3) ‘‘did not know.’’1 Two thirds (67.9 %,

n = 148) of participants had dated during the past year.

Although not directly assessed in the survey due to space

constraints, based on Department of Education data,

37.0 % of kids in our participating schools received free or

reduced lunch, a liberal index of poverty.

Procedure

These data come from a larger study that included survey

and focus group data collection with youth and focus group

data collection with teachers. In this article, we report the

student data; the teacher data is reported in another article

(Edwards et al. 2015). Data collection procedures with

students included obtaining parental consent/student

assent, survey completion, focus group participation, and

debriefing and referral information. The principals were

asked to select the classrooms of students that would pro-

vide a representative sample of the student body. For their

participation in the study procedures, students received a

bottle of water and a healthy snack. Two of the three high

schools allowed for passive parental consent, whereas one

school required active parental consent. Students under 18

whose parents consented provided assent before par-

ticipating, and students who were 18 provided consent.

Parents who did not consent (or students who did not

assent) were given a pass to the library to study.

After the consenting and assenting procedures, students

completed surveys in gender-specific groups. To be

mindful of gender variant identities, students were told that

they could participate in whichever group they felt most

comfortable. Surveys took approximately 15 min to com-

plete. At two schools, the focus groups occurred immedi-

ately after completing the survey, whereas at one school

who had a different class schedule, the focus groups oc-

curred 2 days after the initial survey. All procedures took

place during class time in classrooms.

Steps were taken to minimize risks. First, participants

were informed of the voluntary nature of the study and

instructed that they could withdrawal from participating at

any point without penalty. Second, surveys were anony-

mous and students and their parents/guardians were

informed of this. Third, we urged students to use non-

identifying examples in the focus groups so as to protect

their and other students’ confidentiality. Following the

study procedures, students received local referral and de-

briefing information and an advocate from a local crisis

center was with the research team during all data collection

procedures. All study procedures were approved by the

University of New Hampshire Institutional Review Board.

A total of 26 student focus groups were conducted

across the three participating high schools. All focus

groups were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. The

gender-specific, student focus groups ranged in size from 7

to 13 students (Mean = 9.65, SD = 1.80). Focus group

facilitators were a male-identified professor, a female-

identified professor, one female-identified graduate student,

a female-identified post-baccalaureate research assistant,

and one female-identified advanced undergraduate stu-

dents. The male-identified professor always conducted

focus groups with boys, although several of the female-

identified researchers conducted focus groups with boys as

well when more than one focus group with boys was run-

ning concurrently. Most focus groups were individually

facilitated, although a few focus groups were co-facilitated.

When co-facilitation occurred, senior team members were

matched with more junior interviewers. However, all

facilitators had previous interviewing experience and pre-

vious experience conducting clinical and/or advocacy work

related to dating and sexual aggression. Moreover, all

facilitators were highly trained on the current protocols

prior to facilitating a focus group.

The interview script was semi-structured and asked

broad questions regarding: (1) how peers help peers (as

victims, perpetrators, or both) in situations of dating and

sexual aggression, (2) situations when students have the

opportunity to intervene, (3) barriers and facilitators to

intervening in situations of dating and sexual aggression,

and (4) the ways in which students help in situations of

dating and sexual aggression. At the start of the focus

group, there was discussion about the specific terms that

students use to describe the phenomenon under study and

thereafter students’ terminology (e.g., ‘‘dating’’, ‘‘going

out’’, ‘‘hooking up’’, ‘‘domestic violence’’, ‘‘abusive rela-

tionship’’) were used by the interviewer throughout the

focus group. To begin conversations about dating and

sexual aggression, focus group facilitators asked students

‘‘When it comes to relationship what are some of the

problems or challenges teenagers face?’’ If students did not

readily identify dating and sexual aggression as issues, the

focus group facilitators said something along the lines of:

‘‘In addition to issues such as [whatever they say as issues],

one of the things we know is that a number of teens have

trouble with what we call dating violence. There are a lot of

different terms used to describe what we are talking about

1 At one of our participating schools, the vast majority of participants

were White and our institutional review board urged us not to ask the

racial identification question since this could make the data identi-

fiable as opposed to anonymous. We thus used published data from

the state’s department of education to represent the racial identifica-

tion of the school where we could not collect this data directly from

participants, and this data is included in the overall sample estimate

above. Because we cannot connect the specific racial identification of

each participant to their other data at this one school, we did not use

racial identification in the inferential analyses as a correlate of dating

and sexual aggression bystander action.
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like dating violence, domestic violence, partner violence,

and relationship abuse. Now we would like to ask you

some questions about your opinions about dating vio-

lence.’’ Student focus groups lasted on average 39.35 min

(SD = 11.66 min, range 18.28–64.50 min).

Survey Measures

Bystander Action

We used 13 dating and sexual aggression items from the

26-item Bystander Behavior Scale (Banyard 2008) to de-

termine the extent to which youth intervened in situations

of dating and sexual aggression during the past year. In

consulting with the developers of this measure, we ex-

cluded 13 of the 26 items due to the content being less

relevant to high school students than college students

(‘‘Told a friend I thought their drink may have been spiked

with a drug’’) or because they measured bystander action

in situations that were not relevant to dating and sexual

aggression (e.g., ‘‘Indicated my displeasure when I heard a

homophobic joke.’’) (Victoria Banyard, personal commu-

nication, November 2013). Most of the 13 items inquire

about bystander action in situations involving friends or

peers although a few of the items are more general (‘‘Spoke

up if I heard someone say: ‘She deserved to be raped,’’’).

For each of the items, participants responded with either

‘‘yes’’ (participants witnessed the behavior and engaged in

the behavior described), ‘‘no’’ (participants witnessed the

behavior but did not engage in the behavior described), or

‘‘no’’ opportunity (participants did not witness the behav-

ior). Participants were also provided with the definitions of

dating aggression (‘‘when someone you are going out with

physically [e.g., hitting, slapping, pushing] or emotionally

[e.g., calling you mean names, spreading rumors about you,

etc.] hurts you on purpose. [Dating aggression] can also

include [sexual aggression]’’) and sexual aggression

(‘‘when someone forces you to do sexual things that you

did not want to do’’) since some questions specifically use

this phrasing (e.g., ‘‘Talked with my friends about sexual

assault and [dating aggression] as an issue for our com-

munity.’’). Items were examined separately and scored in

order to create an overall ratio of bystander action (i.e.,

total number of situations in which one intervened/total

number of situations in which one had the opportunity to

intervene). The validity of this scale was established in

prior research (Banyard 2008).

Dating and Sexual Aggression Victimization

We used two items from the Youth Risk Behavior

Surveillance Survey (Centers for Disease Control and

Prevention 2013) to ascertain physical dating aggression

victimization (‘‘During the past 12 months, how many

times did someone you were dating or going out with

physically hurt you on purpose? [Count such things as

being hit, slammed into something, or injured with an

object or weapon.]’’) and sexual victimization (‘‘Have you

ever been physically forced to have sexual intercourse

when you did not want to?’’). Both variables were scored

separately and dichotomized so that zero represented no

victimization and one represented victimization. Indi-

viduals who had not dated during the past year were ex-

cluded from calculating the incident rate for physical

dating aggression victimization.

Attitudes Towards Dating Violence

We used the acceptance of dating abuse (prescribed dating

abuse norms; Foshee et al. 1998; Foshee and Langwick

2010), which consists of eight items assessing both female-to-

male dating aggression (e.g., ‘‘It is OK for a girl to hit a boy if

he hit her first.’’) and male-to-female dating aggression (e.g.,

‘‘Girls sometimes deserve to be hit by the boys they date.’’).

Response options range from Strongly Disagree (1) to

Strongly Agree (4). Items are summed so that higher scores

are indicative of higher levels of accepting attitudes towards

dating violence. In the current study Cronbach’s alpha was

0.74, which similar to what was reported by Foshee et al.

(2005) (alpha = .78).

Rape Myths

We used the Updated Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance Scale

(McMahon and Farmer 2011), which consists of 22 items (e.g.,

‘‘If a girl is raped while she is drunk, she is at least somewhat

responsible for letting things get out of hand.’’). Response

options range from Strongly Disagree (1) to Strongly Agree (5).

Items are summed so that higher scores are indicative of higher

levels of rape myth acceptance. In the current study Cronbach’s

alpha was 0.93, which consistently with what McMahon and

Farmer (2011) reported (Cronbach’s alpha = .87).

Analysis Plan

The quantitative data was analyzed using SPSS 21. We

conducted descriptive statistics to document the extent to

which students have the opportunity to intervene

in situations of dating and sexual aggression and the fre-

quency with which students intervene when given the op-

portunity. We were also particularly interested in the

specific situations that have the highest and lowest rates of

bystander action, and the correlates (i.e., demographic

variables, rape myths, accepting attitudes towards dating

violence, dating and sexual aggression victimization) of

these action behaviors.
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Missing data on scales of interest ranged from 0 to

12.4 %. All measures had 0–2 % of missing data with the

exception of the bystander behavior scale that had 12.4 %

of participants missing data on this measure. We believe

that missing data was higher on this scale due to some

students’ confusion with this measure. Anecdotally, miss-

ing data was often due to double circled answers (circling

both ‘‘yes’’ and ‘‘no’’ or circling ‘‘yes’’ and ‘‘no opportu-

nity). Given generally low rates of missing data and that we

did not want to use mean imputations on behavioral ex-

periences given the largely descriptive focus of this study,

we eliminated individuals from selected analyses in which

they were missing data on the variable being analyzed

(e.g., for example, a participant missing data on gender, but

who has data on bystander action and age would be ex-

cluded from the analysis correlating gender and bystander

action, but included in the analysis correlating bystander

action and age).

The qualitative data was analyzed by using thematic

analyses (Braun and Clarke 2006; Miles and Huberman

1994). Thematic analysis has been defined as a ‘‘method of

identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes)

within data’’ (Braun and Clarke 2006, p. 7). NVivo was used

to facilitate the coding process. To increase credibility and

validity of the analyses, the first and second author com-

pleted all steps of the coding detailed below and the third

author participated in some of the discussion throughout the

process in addition to reading all of the transcripts. Con-

sistent with the method outlined by Braun and Clarke

(2006), we first read through the transcripts several times to

immerse ourselves in the data and obtain the gestalt of the

data. Second, we met on several occasions to discuss and

create initials codes that were derived inductively from the

data. Third, we again read through all of the transcripts and

systematically coded them using NVivo. Fourth, we en-

gaged in another series of meetings to aggregate the codes

into potential themes. Fifth, we re-read all of the transcripts

to ensure that the coding units and over-arching themes were

congruent with all of the data and refinements were made as

needed. In general, in order to qualify as a major theme (e.g.,

specific barrier to bystander action), it needed to be present

in a majority of the focus groups. As we summarize the

qualitative findings below, we provided sample quotations

which were modified slightly at times to enhance readability

(e.g., removing excess ‘‘like’’ and ‘‘umm’’).

Results

Student Survey Data

Almost all (93.6 %) students had the opportunity to intervene

during the past year in situations of dating or sexual

aggression (see Table 1 for a list of situations). In fact, during

the past year, students had the opportunity to intervene in at

least 5.63 (SD = 3.62) situations of dating and sexual ag-

gression; note that this number does not represent the number

of times youth had the opportunity to take bystander action,

but rather the number of different types of situations that

youth had the opportunity to take bystander action. Of youth

who had the opportunity to take bystander action in at least

one situation, 37.4 % of youth reported at least one instance

of bystander non-action. This number (37.4 %) should be

interpreted with caution since we do not know if a participant

had more than one opportunity to intervene in a given

situation or if they intervened more than once in a given

situation. Put another way, we do not know the exact number

of times individuals had the opportunity to intervene (just that

they had the opportunity) per situation, nor do we know the

exact number of times individuals actually intervened when

given the opportunity (just if they have intervened at least

once or if they have not intervened at least once). However, it

is likely that students who had multiple opportunities to in-

tervene, answered about their bystander action or non-action

behaviors based on their most common response (e.g., if they

took action one time, but non-action multiple times, they

would presumably be most likely to respond that they took

non-action to the item).

Based on individual item analyses (see Table 1), stu-

dents with the opportunity were most likely to intervene

when they heard someone say ‘‘she deserved to be raped’’

(56.8 %), when a friend’s boyfriend or girlfriend was ex-

hibiting jealous or controlling behavior (61.5 %), when

they believed their friend was in an abusive relationship

(54.2 %), and when they heard a friend insulting their

partner (51.3 %). Students were least likely to intervene

in situations involving sexist jokes (35.2 %), catcalls (e.g.,

whistling at a girl; 31.2 %), and when a friend was being

taken upstairs at party and appeared very intoxicated

(14.0 %).

Girls (M = 0.47, SD = 0.38) were more likely to in-

tervene in situations of dating and sexual aggression than

boys (M = 0.30, SD = 0.30), t(187) = 12.403, p\ .01,

Cohen’s d = 0.50. Youth with histories of dating aggres-

sion (M = 0.66, SD = 0.31) [t(131) = 2.58, p\ .05,

Cohen’s d = 0.92] and sexual aggression (M = 0.64,

SD = 0.31) [t(189) = 2.77, p\ .01, Cohen’s d = 0.86]

were more likely to intervene in situations of dating and

sexual aggression than youth without dating aggression

(M = 0.37, SD = 0.32) and sexual aggression (M = 0.36,

SD = 0.34) histories. However, there were no significant

relationships between dating and sexual aggression by-

stander action and rape myths (r = -.08, p = .25), atti-

tudes towards dating violence (r = .01, p = .90), or year in

school (r = .01, p = .90), or age (r = .02, p = .78). See

Table 2 for additional descriptive and inferential data.
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Student Focus Groups

Overarching themes to emerge from the students clustered

in four areas: (1) the most common types of dating and

sexual aggression in high school relationships; (2) barriers

and facilitators of dating and sexual aggression bystander

action; (3) dating and sexual aggression bystander action

methods; and (4) ambivalent attitudes about including

parents and teachers in situations of youth dating and

sexual aggression. Table 3 depicts a summary of the

qualitative findings.

Primary Manifestations of Dating and Sexual Aggression

Students identified a number of issues that high school

students struggle with in relationships (e.g., jealousy,

communication, trust, boundaries), including those that we,

as researchers and practitioners, would consider to be

dating and sexual aggression. We first briefly summarize

what students identified as the most common types of

dating and sexual aggression in relationships since these

provide insight into the types of situations in which stu-

dents have the opportunity to intervene.

Although in most focus groups students could identify

several examples of physical dating aggression involving

students in their school, youth articulated that sexual

pressure (‘‘taking advantage of girls when they are drunk’’;

‘‘I’ll have sex with you if you come with me to see this

movie or go to this concert’’; ‘‘it is usually an older guy

with a younger girl and the younger girl feels that she has

to be sexually pleasing to the older guy’’; ‘‘sexual pressure

is a pretty big deal’’), verbal and emotional abuse (e.g.,

‘‘yelling at each other’’), and stalking and controlling be-

haviors (e.g., ‘‘people can get really controlling and ma-

nipulative… if you want to hang out with the person you

are dating and they said ‘no’ you would try to make the feel

really bad so they would [want to hang out with you]’’; [a

guy standing] outside of his girlfriend’s class every day, the

same class, the same period and waits for her to like leave

class to go to like the bathroom’’) were much more per-

vasive problems in dating relationships. Students also ar-

ticulated that a large portion of dating and sexual

aggression happened over social media (e.g., ‘‘people will

see [the dating couple] fighting [at school] … then ten

minutes, as soon as school gets out, [the fighting dating

couple] will put something on Facebook [to continue the

Table 1 Percentages of students who witnessed situations and intervened when they had the opportunity

Situation Sample who witnessed

the situation (%)

Who intervened among those who

had the opportunity (%)

Expressed concern to a friend when I saw their boyfriend or girlfriend exhibiting

very jealous behavior and trying to control my friend

36.7 61.5

Heard a friend insulting their partner, and said something to them 27.5 51.3

Indicated my displeasure when I heard sexist jokes 26.1 35.2

Indicated my displeasure when I heard catcalls (for example whistling at a girl) 20.2 31.2

Approached a friend I thought was in an abusive relationship and let them know

that I’m here to help

17.9 54.2

Talked with friends about what makes a relationship abusive and what warning

signs might be

17.9 28.3

Saw a man talking to a female friend. He was sitting very close to her and by the

look on her face I could see she was uncomfortable. I asked her if she was okay

or tried to start a conversation with her

14.2 47.7

Talked with my friends about sexual assault and relationship abuse as an issue for

our community

11.9 18.4

Spoke up when I heard someone say, ‘‘She deserved to be raped’’ 11.5 56.8

Expressed disagreement with a friend who says having sex with someone who is

passed out or very intoxicated is okay.

10.6 44.2

Thought through the pros and cons of different ways I could help when I saw an

instance of sexual assault.

7.8 24.6

Stopped and checked in with my friend who looked very intoxicated when they

were being taken upstairs at party

6.4 29.2

Went with my friend to talk with someone (e.g., police, counselor, crisis center)

about an unwanted sexual experience or physical violence in their relationship

3.7 14.0

Percentage of sample who witnessed the situation consists of participants who had the opportunity to intervene, regardless of whether or not they

actually intervened. The percentage of those who intervened among those who had the opportunity includes only the participants who intervened,

when given the opportunity
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fight]’’) and text messaging (‘‘It’s very easy to sit there and

not think about the consequences of what you are texting

when you are so enraged.’’; ‘‘when one person gets a pic-

ture of his girlfriend, and they break up, he sends pictures

to his friends’’).

Although students rarely identified the following words

and phrases as problematic or on the continuum of sexual

aggression, students reported them as common and often

said in a joking context: ‘‘Slut’’, ‘‘Hey, what’s up bitch?’’,

‘‘T.H.O.T., that hoe over there’’ and other comments such

Table 2 Descriptive and correlational analyses

Mean (%) SD Range 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Bystander action ratio 0.37 0.34 0–100 % – .25*** .02 .05 .07 -.07 .22** .20**

2. Female 45.4 % – – – -.01 .11 -.10 -.24* .12 .20**

3. Age 15.56 1.32 13–18? – .29*** .04 -.20* -.06 .05

4. Dated past year 67.9 % – – – .04 -.03 –a .02

5. Accepting attitudes dating aggression 10.61 2.63 8–21 – .40*** -.01 .01

6. Rape myth acceptance 56.00 16.32 22–88 – .16 .01

7. Physical dating aggression victimization 7.4 % – – – .21**

8. Sexual aggression victimization 6.0 % – – –

Gender coded 0 (male) and 1 (female). Bystander action ratio refers to the overall ratio of bystander action (i.e., total number of situations in

which one intervened/total number of situations in which one had the opportunity to intervene). Mean presented for continuous variables and

percent for dichotomous variable (i.e., percent female, and percent who report physical dating aggression victimization and sexual aggression

victimization)

*** p\ .001; ** p\ .01; * p\ .05
a Only individuals who reported dating in the past year were included in the physical dating aggression variable. Because all non-daters are

excluded from this variable, examining physical dating aggression in association with a history of dating in the past year is not possible

Table 3 Summary of qualitative findings

Most common types of dating and sexual aggression

Youth identified verbal abuse, controlling behaviors, and sexual pressure to be the most pervasive; physical aggression was perceived as less

common

Dating and sexual aggression occur frequently over social media and other forms of technology (e.g., text messaging)

Barriers to bystander action in situations of dating and sexual aggression

Avoiding drama versus fueling drama

Social status and personal repercussions

Closeness with the victim and/or perpetrator

The victim being male and the perpetrator female

The dating and sexual aggression not meeting a certain threshold

The dating and sexual aggression occurring online

Anticipated negative perpetrator and victim reactions

Not relating to the situation

Dating and sexual aggression bystander action methods

Talk with a friend who disclosed abuse (primarily mentioned by girls)

Use physical aggression towards a perpetrator (primarily mentioned by boys)

Take actions to distract perpetrator/defuse situation

Verbally confront perpetrator

Seek help from trusted adult

Ambivalent attitudes about including parents and teachers in situations of dating and sexual aggression

Students largely agreed that although they considered it to be a good idea to involve a teacher or parent/guardian in situations of dating and

sexual aggression when it reached a certain threshold, they also expressed hesitancy to do so

Hesitancy was related to perceptions of being viewed by other students as a ‘‘snitch’’, parents/teachers not understanding, and parents/

teachers making it worse
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as: ‘‘Your ass looks amazing in those yoga pants’’ and

‘‘[Are] those space pants? Because your ass is out of this

world.’’ Despite rarely identifying them as problematic,

some students acknowledged that that these types of

phrases could negatively impact the students to whom they

were directed. For example, one student said: ‘‘It hurts

people’s feelings and some people can be depressed about

it.’’ Another student said: ‘‘Some people are suicidal [be-

cause] when girls get called a whore they have weird

emotions, they take it really deep.’’

Barriers and Facilitators of Dating and Sexual

Aggression Bystander Action

Thematic analyses from focus groups helped us to under-

stand some of the reasons for non-action as well as of the

factors that facilitated or hindered helping. Students pro-

vided three main types of dating and sexual aggression non-

action, two of which were specific to dating and sexual ag-

gression that took place over social media. The first was to

ignore what was happening (e.g., ‘‘just let it happen,’’ ‘‘a lot

of laughing and talking [and watching],’’ ‘‘I’m just going to

keep walking’’) in response to witnessed verbal and physical

dating aggression in school hallways. They also acknowl-

edged engaging in behaviors to encourage dating aggression

witnessed on social media (e.g.‘‘they’ll like it or favorite it’’;

‘‘post like popcorn’’ [after inquiring about this, multiple

students indicated that popcorn emoticons are used to sym-

bolize that they are passively watching others engage in

online fighting or harassment analogous to eating popcorn at

a movie].) Lastly, it was noted that students often gossip or

disclose incidents of abuse via social media (e.g., ‘‘start

putting [photos or a summary of what is happening in a post]

online’’). These non-action behaviors are related to an

overarching theme of ‘‘drama’’, either a desire to avoid the

drama, such as ignoring or walking by the dating or sexual

aggression incident, or a desire to fuel the drama by en-

couraging the dating or sexual aggression incident directly

by sharing it through social media. As an example to avoid

drama, one student said ‘‘It’s just annoying drama really is

what it is. You don’t even want to deal with it’’ and another

student mentioned, ‘‘when I see [drama on social media] I

leave it be.’’ Examples of fueling drama as a barrier to by-

stander action were: ‘‘Some people love drama’’ and ‘‘It’s

like a movie you know watching them, it’s funny.’’

In addition to the desire to avoid or fuel drama, students

identified other factors that hindered or promoted bystander

action in situations of dating and sexual aggression. Stu-

dents were less likely to intervene when they felt there

could be social repercussions for their action (e.g., ‘‘No-

body’s going to say anything to [the popular kids]; nobody

is going to approach them if they are [engaging in ag-

gressive behavior towards their girlfriend or boyfriend;

‘‘You don’t really want to get involved in big arguments

and stuff…because then you have the girl bitchin’ at

you…and other people…it causes more problems for

you’’]’’ and ‘‘I don’t want to get into this [fight]. I don’t

want to choose sides.’’). Students were more likely to in-

tervene when they were friends with the involved indi-

viduals, especially when their friend was the victim (e.g.,

‘‘Like if it is a close friend, I’ll step in’’); students reported

concerns about helping students they did not know (e.g.,

‘‘like if the relationship was [with] my friend, I would let

them know, but if it’s a naked picture of the person I have

biology with…I wouldn’t say anything really, because… I

don’t have the relationship with them, you know, [it would]

be like ‘so I found that naked picture of you the other day’

and not have it be awkward,’’ and ‘‘no one is really going

to listen to some random person that tells you what to do. If

someone randomly came up to me, I would not listen to

them.’’).

Youth also reported that they were more likely to inter-

vene in situations when a boy was abusing a girl and less

likely when it was a girl abusing a boy, which was often

viewed as funny or deserving (e.g., ‘‘If my guy friend came

up to me and was like, ‘my girlfriend slapped me’ I’d be like,

‘well what did you do retard?’ If a girl came up tome andwas

like ‘my boyfriend just slapped me’ or ‘my boyfriend just

pushedme into a wall’ I’d be like, ‘alright where is he, let me

talk to him for a second.’’). Students were also farmore likely

to report that they would intervene if the violence happened

in person as opposed to over social media (‘‘It’s actually a lot

harder to [intervene] on Facebook. Because… it spreads not

only from [the victim] being attacked, but to [now] you being

attacked’’; ‘‘[You] can’t really stop the fight [on Facebook]

because I [it is not like you’re going to] drive to their house

and turn the computer off. There’s nothing you can really

do.’’). Students were also more likely to intervene if the

violence met a certain threshold, such as physical dating

aggression that caused injury and/or notable emotional dis-

tress to the victim. Students also reported not intervening due

to concerns about perpetrator (e.g., ‘‘[They might not inter-

vene because they would] be scared that [the perpetrator

would] do that to them too… if they can do that to [the

victim], [the perpetrator] could do that to me too.’’) and

victim (e.g., ‘‘If you notice something is wrong, you bring it

up to your friendwho is in a bad relationship, [but your friend

doesn’t] really acknowledge it [and your friend doesn’t]

want your help, [so] how are you supposed to help them?’’)

reactions, aswell as an inability to relate to the situation (e.g.,

‘‘Sometimes you just can’t relate to what they’re arguing

about, so whatever you say probably won’t even matter.’’).
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Ambiguity about Involving Teachers and Parents

in Youth Dating and Sexual Aggression

Another major theme to emerge from the focus groups was

that students were in agreement that although they con-

sidered it to be a good idea to involve a teacher or par-

ent/guardian in situations of dating and sexual aggression

when it reached a certain threshold, they also expressed

hesitancy to do so. This hesitancy often centered around

teachers and parents/guardians not understanding, as well

as concerns that they would get in trouble or be considered

a ‘‘snitch.’’ Some students expressed hesitancy in involving

teachers and parents in situations of dating and sexual

aggression because they felt ‘‘adults would make it worse.’’

For example, students stated that the manner in which

school staff may try to resolve problem, actually exacer-

bates it (e.g., ‘‘the only problem is like guidance coun-

selors, a lot of their solutions are [to] get the other person

[involved] in here …and that just makes it worse.’’). Stu-

dents also expressed that teachers and parents may not fully

understand how they perceive situations of dating or sexual

aggression due to generational differences (e.g., ‘‘some-

times…they don’t see it from your point of view because

they’re not your age. They’re not your peers.’’). In addition

students’ self-perceived a general lack of concern among

teachers, especially when the dating or sexual aggression

occurred outside of school (e.g., ‘‘I don’t think teachers

really care either. If it’s [occurring] out of school…go at

it.’’), and the fear that teachers may tell others (e.g., ‘‘I kind

of feel like some teachers gossip like us too.’’), contributed

to their reluctance to involve them. Lastly, some students

felt that it may be uncomfortable discussing sensitive

topics such as dating and sexual aggression with a teacher

that they are not close with (e.g., ‘‘I don’t feel like you

would want to talk with that teacher [you are not close

with]. Cause, like, that teacher doesn’t tell you stuff…-
about their personal life, so…why should you tell them

about your personal life?’’).

Despite concerns of involving parents and teachers

in situations of dating or sexual aggression, students

identified reasons why the involvement of adults could be

beneficial, and when teachers and parents should be in-

volved. Some students believed it is important to involve

an adult or school staff when a peer discloses dating or

sexual aggression to you (e.g., ‘‘if a boyfriend or girlfriend

is hitting your friend and they come to you about that… I

know that you’re going to feel like ‘Oh they’re going to be

pissed off at me if I go tell anybody’, but you should tell

somebody like… a social worker, a guidance counselor

because that’s really important.’’). Students stated that

parents and teacher’s life experiences may provide them

with a deeper understanding of relationships and fresh

perspective (e.g., ‘‘they’ve been through those same

situations …[and] parents they’ve seen more about rela-

tionships and dating [which might] provide you with some

insight that you never thought before.’’) that other students

their age may not be able to offer.

Students recognized that although peers would do their

best to help in situations of dating and sexual aggression

sometimes adults and teachers are needed to ‘‘step in and

make some decisions, [because] sadly ‘cause were not

mature enough, we don’t necessarily know all the ways to

deal with a [dating or sexual aggression] situation and sort

it out.’’ Additionally students felt that unlike peers, adults

generally ‘‘relate in a better way other than [simply saying]

‘Oh yeah, I know what you mean, it’ll be okay’’’ which

students attributed to being unhelpful in situations of dating

or sexual aggression.

Students stated they would be more inclined to discuss

situations of dating and sexual aggression with school staff,

specifically guidance counselors they had rapport with,

suggesting that if meeting with them was ‘‘mandatory you

could develop a closer relationship and maybe feel friendly

towards them so you could talk to them about that stuff.’’

Students cited benefits of involving specific school staff,

particularly valuing the confidentiality provided by guid-

ance counselors (e.g., ‘‘guidance counselor will keep it a

secret’’) and being more comfortable talking about dating

and sexual aggression with other staff (e.g., ‘‘you can act

more relaxed with your coaches and guidance counselors

than teachers’’). They also identified other means of in-

volving teachers and parents, such as being able to ‘‘leave a

note’’ with a teacher or school staff in lieu of direct com-

munication to encourage students to come forward when

they are scared to talk about it.

Sexual and Dating Violence Bystander Action

Methods

Although students reported the barriers to intervening

in situations of dating and sexual aggression, students also

provided insight on the ways in which they do intervene

in situations of dating and sexual aggression. Female stu-

dents most often reported that they would talk to their

friends, especially when a friend was the victim, but also

discussed ways in which they would talk to a friend who

was the aggressor. Male students often reported that they

would resort to the use of physical aggression (e.g., ‘‘smack

him across the face’’ and ‘‘beat his ass’’) when intervening

in situations of physical dating aggression. However, some

male students provided more positive and promising modes

of intervention, which were at times subtle (e.g., offering to

dance with a girl who was being bothered by another boy,

starting a conversation to interrupt the sexually aggressive

behavior) and other times more direct (e.g., calling out the

aggressor on his or her behavior). Both male and female
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students provided examples of the words they use when

intervening in situations of dating and sexual aggression.

For example, in response to witnessed verbal dating ag-

gression, students said they would say, ‘‘It’s not cool,

knock it off. Nobody thinks you are cool for doing it’’ and

‘‘Yo dude, calm down.’’ In response to witnessed sexual

pressure, male students indicated they would say thing such

as ‘‘Chill… give her a few months’’ and ‘‘Dude, you’re

hitting on girls you have no chance with. What are you

doing?’’ Examples of prosocial bystander responses to

witnessed physical dating aggression included: ‘‘Hey don’t

push my friend like that.’’ and ‘‘What do you think you are

doing?’’ Finally, in response to witnessed stalking and

controlling behaviors, students gave examples of verbal

action such as ‘‘You just got to leave her alone. Find

someone else’’ and ‘‘You need to stop talking to this girl.

You are going to get yourself in trouble. She doesn’t like

you. You need to stop before she tells the officer. You are

going to get suspended. You need to stop doing that.’’

Discussion

Given the high rates of dating and sexual aggression among

youth and the importance of bystander action in the pre-

vention of such aggression, the goal of this study was to

gather survey and focus group data from high school youth

about their experiences with and perceptions of dating and

sexual aggression bystander action. The ultimate goal of

this study is to inform the development of bystander-

informed prevention programming with youth to reduce the

incidence and prevalence of dating and sexual aggression

in US society. This data is some of the first on high school

students’ engagement in dating and sexual aggression by-

stander prevention and provided novel information on the

facilitators and barriers to bystander action, detailed ex-

amples of situations in which students help, and specific

behaviors and language high school students use to inter-

vene. Results suggested that, similar to what has been

documented in the bullying literature (e.g., Salmivalli et al.

1996), bystander non-action was frequent among students

in situations of dating and sexual aggression. It is important

to keep in mind that (aside from our single-item measure of

sexual victimization), our operationalization of dating and

sexual aggression in the bystander measure and in focus

group discussion was very broad and inclusive. If we were

to have used more restrictive definitions of dating and

sexual aggression, we likely would have found even high

rates of bystander action in light of research suggesting that

bystander action increases with the perceived severity of

the situation (Banyard 2011; Bennett and Banyard 2014);

this also resonates with the threshold theme that emerged

from focus group discussions in this study.

Both the qualitative and quantitative data helped us to

understand the factors that facilitated or hindered helping

in situations of dating and sexual aggression. Interestingly,

many of the barriers and facilitators of bystander action

in situations of dating and sexual aggression we

documented are similar to barriers and facilitators of by-

stander action documented in the bullying literature (Fer-

rans et al. 2012; Pozzoli and Gini 2010a, b; Pozzoli et al.

2012). Girls were more likely than boys to intervene

in situations of dating and sexual aggression, which is

consistent with previous research (Jaffe et al. 1992; Van

Camp et al. 2014). Extending previous research, we found

that boys and girls also used different methods of inter-

vention (e.g., girls were more likely to talk to the victim

whereas boys were more likely to use physical aggression

with the perpetrator), suggesting that gender-specific

educational messages may be needed in bystander pre-

vention programming with youth. The gender of the victim

and perpetrator also impacted bystander actions, with stu-

dents less likely to intervene when a boy was the victim

and a girl was the perpetrator. Although research demon-

strates that boys’ use of violence towards girls often results

in more negative consequences (Dardis et al. 2014; Tjaden

and Thoennes 2001), all forms of violence should be

viewed as unacceptable, including girls use of violence

against boys and violence within same-sex couples. Thus,

bystander prevention programming should address myths

about male victimization experiences, while providing

youth the opportunity to acquire the skills and agency

needed for intervening in non-heteronormative/male-

perpetration and female-victim scenarios.

Consistent with a great number of earlier studies, par-

ticipants in this study were more likely to engage in by-

stander action before, during, and after an incident of abuse

or harassment if the victim was a friend as opposed to a

stranger. This phenomenon has been demonstrated since

some of the earliest studies on bystander action (Latane and

Rodin 1969). And, more recent research indicates that this

gap still exists among adults in cases of sexual assault

(Burn 2009). Therefore, it is not surprising that the youth in

our sample had an easier time seeing themselves inter-

vening for people with whom they already have a rela-

tionship. There are a number of interactive exercises in

current bystander intervention curriculums that aim to in-

crease empathy for individuals with whom one does not

have a close relationship (e.g., Eckstein et al. 2013). Based

on these findings, any curriculum developed for high

school students would similarly need to address this

concern.

In addition to gender and relationship status, survey

results documented an association between a victimization

history and bystander action, which was further evidenced

in the qualitative results (i.e., individuals who can relate/
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understand are more likely to intervene than those who

cannot relate/understand). However, accepting attitudes

towards dating and sexual aggression were unrelated

quantitatively to bystander action behaviors; that is, stu-

dents who reported attitudes more accepting of dating and

sexual aggression were not less likely to intervene as a

bystander. Therefore, it may be that that these attitudinal

variables do not exert a strong influence on bystander ac-

tion, and the qualitative findings may help explain this

further. As documented in the qualitative data, a number of

other barriers were documented in the focus group results,

such as anticipated negative perpetrator and victim reac-

tions. Thus, even if an individual is low in accepting atti-

tudes towards dating and sexual aggression, if they have

concerns about negative perpetrator and victim reactions,

they may be unlikely to intervene.

The finding that accepting attitudes towards dating and

sexual aggression were unrelated quantitatively to by-

stander action behaviors could also be due to our mea-

surement of bystander action behavior. Although we used a

widely used measure of bystander action, some of the by-

stander responses included in the measure are vague (e.g.,

‘‘said something to them’’ and ‘‘spoke up’’). And, we

learned in our focus groups that at times, ‘‘speaking up’’

could be prosocial, such as telling the person the behavior

was ‘‘not cool,’’ but at other times, it could be problematic

(i.e., threatening to physically assault the perpetrator).

Because we might expect different relationships between

these behaviors and accepting attitudes towards dating and

sexual aggression (i.e., saying the behavior is not cool

negatively related to accepting attitudes; threatening to

physically assault someone positively related to accepting

attitudes), this could have contributed to the null finding

between accepting attitudes towards dating and sexual

aggression and bystander action behaviors. Clearly, this is

an important area for additional research.

Furthermore, some of the identified barriers (e.g., social

status and personal repercussions, not understanding or

relating to the situation, not thinking it is serious enough)

of dating and sexual aggression bystander action empha-

size the importance of educational information, specifically

helping kids without social agency to intervene in ways

that feel safe to them (e.g., anonymously reporting the

behavior), and the provision of empathy building activities

in bystander action programming. Also, it is important that

programming efforts help teens to understand the impor-

tance of bystander action even when the dating and sexual

aggression may not meet the threshold of the victim being

visibly hurt (physically or emotionally) given that many

victims may mask their reactions to ‘‘save face’’ with their

peers and/or protect the relationship (Edwards et al. 2012).

Additionally, for some youth, the desire to fuel drama

was a barrier towards intervening, whereas other youth

identified the desire to avoid drama as a barrier to inter-

vening. This finding in our study is consistent with

ethnographic research conducted by Marwick and Boyd

(2014), in which these researchers documented that teen-

agers mislabel events of bullying as ‘‘drama’’ as a way to

normalize bullying. This serves a dual protective function

for both bullying victims (so they can ‘‘save face’’ and

attribute the bullying behavior as the perpetrators des-

peration for attention) and bullying perpetrators (so they

can feel as if they are engaging in something that is

harmless and funny, rather than emotionally hurting the

target of their bullying). There is likely a parallel process

occurring with youth in our sample who described situa-

tions of dating and sexual aggression as drama, and one of

the primary reasons for not engaging in bystander action.

Thus, programming should acknowledge the dual role of

drama in dating and sexual aggression situations and seek

to understand student’s conceptualizations and perspective

of drama to help identify ways in which they can intervene

without increasing drama (for those who want to avoid it)

and for those who are desiring of drama, empathy building

activities may be especially important. Along these lines,

experiential activities that help youth recognize the con-

nections between ‘‘drama’’ and normalization of dating and

sexual aggression could also be useful.

Another significant finding to emerge from our data is

that students appear to have a conflicted relationship with

social media in that they use it very frequently but also

seem bothered by its problematic elements. As such, there

seems to be an excellent opportunity to challenge the

conventional uses of social media and make suggestions

for using it in a more pro-social manner. For example,

utilizing ‘‘callout’’ cards in situations of dating and sexual

aggression from the That’s Not Cool campaign, which

contain comical yet truthful messages that let peers and

partners know they have crossed the line. Additionally,

students are knowledgeable that abusive and harassing

messages on sites such as Facebook and Twitter can have a

direct, negative impact on their peers, but considering the

potential consequences of such messages, instilling even

higher levels of recognition and empathy are needed.

Furthermore, youth report feeling immobilized on how to

combat this negative messaging. As such, it may be helpful

to use real cases examples that explore this issue (to build

recognition and empathy) and pair it with specific exercises

that allow for role playing different ways to help over so-

cial media (to help with skill building and confidence).

Furthermore, students indicated that youth tend to nor-

malize dating and sexual aggression behaviors seen in the

media and that this prevents youth from intervening or

facilitates dating and sexual aggression perpetration. Given

exposure to violent and sexualized media serves as a factor

for dating and sexual aggression (Manganello 2008), media
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literacy programming can be used to help youth become

better at identifying unhealthy relationships and to provide

a platform for students to speak up about dating and sexual

aggression to develop the skillset and language needed to

be a prosocial bystander.

Although youth rarely provided examples of ways in

which they intervene when dating and sexual aggression

occur through social media, there were a number other

situations in which youth described intervening. Many of

these were very promising modes of intervention, such as

verbally telling the perpetrator to stop or getting a teacher

or adult. The wealth of language and examples of positive

prosocial bystander action provided by youth can be used

to tailor program content to it is salient and impactful.

Finally, the identification of hotspots (i.e., school hallways,

school cafeteria, school yard, buses, social media, and

parties, both school dances and parties outside of school)

suggests that it might be the most prudent for programming

to specifically highlight through exercises and role plays

these areas since they offer the most potential for dating

and sexual aggression bystander action. Indeed, research

suggests that hot spot mapping as a component of dating

aggression prevention programming may be uniquely ef-

fective in reducing rates of dating aggression among youth

(Taylor et al. 2013).

Finally, considerations need to be made in regard to the

overall knowledge and developmental level of high school

youth. In general, participants in this study showed higher

levels of rape myth endorsement and less healthy attitudes

towards dating violence than is normally seen in adult

samples. Furthermore, while there were a number of en-

couraging responses in the focus group, there were also

many instances of participants not understanding some

basic concepts related to dating aggression, sexual ha-

rassment, and sexual aggression. Therefore, any bystander

curriculum that is written for high school students must

consider the level of general knowledge on this topic

possessed by first-time participants. While many of the

widely used college level bystander intervention programs

are committed almost entirely to bystander-related topics,

the findings of this study indicate that a high school level

curriculum would benefit significantly from including more

fundamental, background information on the topics of

sexual and relationship aggression addressing the princi-

ples of positive bystander. As a result, effective high school

programming may need to be longer in duration and more

in-depth in regard to topic, than the current programs that

are often used on college campuses and cited in the pre-

vention literature.

Although these data provide important information on

high school youths’ dating and sexual aggression bystander

action, several limitations should be noted. First, the

sample size was relatively small, especially for quantitative

analyses, and non-diverse, which limits the generalizability

of the findings to other samples. Thus, future research

would benefit from using larger and more diverse samples.

Also, we did not include a measure of social desirability,

and the desire to respond in a socially desirable manner

could have been something that impacted both survey re-

sults as well as focus groups results in the presence of

peers. However, anecdotally, there was evidence in most

focus groups of differing opinions among students. We also

used single-item indices of dating and sexual aggression

and had a limited assessment of correlates of bystander

action. Thus, future research would benefit from more

comprehensive measurements. Lastly, although we used

one of the most commonly used measures of bystander

action, it was developed initially for college students and

some of the situations specific to high school youth may

not be captured in the measure. In fact, based on the results

of the qualitative findings and hot spots data, we intend to

use findings form the current study in conjunction with

other researchers to create a modified measure of bystander

action (Bystander Measure Meeting, International Family

Violence and Child Victimization Research Conference

2014).

Conclusion

Researchers are increasingly recognizing the critical im-

portance of preventing dating and sexual aggression among

youth (Reyes and Foshee 2013; Taylor et al. 2015; Vagi

et al. 2013), and the critical role that bystander action plays

in the prevention of such aggression (Noonan and Charles

2009). The current study sheds light on the situations in

which youth have the most opportunity to intervene

in situations of dating and sexual aggression, barriers (e.g.,

not knowing the victim) and facilitators (e.g., perceiving

the victim may be injured or seriously hurt) of dating and

sexual aggression bystander action, and both promising

(e.g., notifying a parent or teacher) and problematic (e.g.,

use or threat of physical violence) ways of intervening in

dating and sexual aggression situations. We hope that these

data can be useful to researchers, practitioners, and

educators in informing bystander prevention programming

and evaluation efforts and ultimately contribute to the re-

duction of dating and sexual aggression among youth in

our society.
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