
 

 
Prevention. Action. Change. building skills to end violence    www.PACMaine.com 

handout adapted with permission from the Center for Anti-violence Education www.caenyc.org 
 
   

Bystander/Upstander Strategies 
 

1)   Stay aware of your environment / Assess for safety and position yourself for safety 
● Notice what’s going on around you. 
● Where are exits/doors/paths to safety? 
● Are there people nearby? Are there potential allies? 
● Does the harasser seem out of control?  If yes, what are the signs? 
● Where are you standing in relation to the harasser and targeted person? 

 
2) Decide the risk level you are comfortable with and choose a strategy or strategies. 
Remember that the situation can change from moment to moment.  (See strategies below.) 
 
3) Remember to breathe.  Holding your breath is a very common response to stressful and             
potentially dangerous situations.  Breathing aids in remaining calmer and helps you think about 
what to do next. 
 
4) Project Calm.  Even if you are not feeling calm, appearing to be calm can help others feel 
calmer.  It can also help you think quickly. 
 
5) Know your triggers.  We need to be prepared and know how our buttons can get pushed.  If we 
go out of control we may put the targeted person in more danger.    

Upstander Strategies  
 
1.  Be an active witness. Make note of the aggressor’s physical characteristics, clothing, height, 
voice, etc. in case someone wants to report later. Take a photo of the harasser if it feels safe, being 
aware that taking a photo might make the aggressor escalate.  You can report afterwards to 
national hate incident groups to track what is happening (see last page). 
 

2.  Speak directly to the target person (defender) and ignore the harasser.  Make eye contact 
with the targeted person. Move near them. You can pretend you know the targeted person.  For 
example, “Hey, weren’t you in my class?” Ask if they need help and/or guide them away while 
you keep talking. Ask the targeted person if they want you to stay near them and make small talk.  
If you don’t speak their language, gesture as well as you can. Do not call the police unless they 
request it. Many people are not comfortable/safe with police involvement. 
 

3. Distract the harasser.   Ask them the time; ask for transit directions; tell them they have 
something on their face; make a loud noise, sing a song, say something unusual. This can break 
their attention and focus on the targeted person. 

 

4. Involve others if you need help.   Ask if anyone else sees what’s going on and will help. Say, 
“Did anyone hear what I just heard?” Bystanders react well when you tell them things they can do 
to help. Ask if they can help stand near you, make a call, keep an eye out. If there is a group of 
upstanders: show disapproval, use “broken record” (saying same phrase over and over), make a 
circle and protect the targeted person and if you want to chant/yell together (mic check/echo me). 
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5. De-escalate and directly engage the harasser.    
 

Get the attention of the harasser by matching the volume of their voice (if they are loud, you are 
loud). Then bring your volume down. This strategy can calm the attacker and ease tensions. 
 

Look at the harasser calmly and try to make a connection. Ask them non-threatening questions: 
“What’s your name?” If it feels safe, ask if they want to talk, say, “Let’s you and me talk about 
what’s happening.” Help them have an “out”, to be able to stop and leave without losing face. 
 

Directly address the harasser’s behavior and ask them to stop. Try to move the focus from the 
targeted person to you. Decide if you want to put your body between the harasser and the targeted 
person. Say “Hey, what you’re doing is not ok. Stop!” Or you can say “What you said [or did] isn’t 
okay with me. Stop.” “That type of language/ behavior isn’t acceptable. All people are welcome 
here.” You can do this one on one or ask support from other upstanders.  
 

Take picture of harasser if appropriate and feels safe. Keep your body language calm –finger 
pointing and/or hands near the harrasser’s face can be read as aggressive and escalating. 

  

After the Incident: 
 

1. Stay and check in with the targeted person; help them get home or where they are going 
especially if they feel they may be followed.  If they are being followed suggest that they don’t go 
to where they live or are staying.  If appropriate, share resources for reporting harassment to the 
organizations on next page. 
 

2.  Aftercare for yourself: speak to others and get support; focus on what you did and not what 
you weren’t able to do; work in the community for a safe and just world.  Audre Lorde said: 
“Caring for myself is not self-indulgence, it is self-preservation, and that is an act of political 
warfare.” 
 

3. You or the targeted person can report harassment even if there is no police involvement. It 
is important to gather information about and document the full scope and impact of harassment and 
violence. 
 

● The National Street Harassment Hotline provides support to those targeted and to 
bystanders. The 24-hour phone and online hotline is free and confidential and available 
for English and Spanish speakers. 1-855-897-5910 Online: https://hotline.rainn.org/ssh-
ed/terms-of-service.jsp 

● The Southern Poverty Law Center is tracking any election-related incidents of 
intimidation or harassment based on race, sexual orientation, gender identity, 
immigration status, or religion here https://www.splcenter.org/reporthate 

● The Huffington Post is tracking Islamophobic harassment and violence here 
http://testkitchen.huffingtonpost.com/islamophobia/ 

 

4. Get involved in groups working on behalf of racial, immigrant, religious, gender and LGBT 
justice in your community. 


