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THE WAKE-UP CALL
The Bystander Effect (Part 2): Why Silence Becomes the Norm, and 
How to Break It
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By Christian Rook 

The Origins of the Bystander Effect: 
A Crime and Collective Inaction 
The term "bystander effect" goes back to an 
event that occurred in 1964 in New York City, 
an event that to this day is considered a turn-
ing point in social psychology. In the early 
morning hours of March 13, 28-year-old Kitty 
Genovese was brutally murdered in Kew 
Gardens, a residential neighborhood in the 
borough of Queens. 

The attacker stabbed her multiple times, 
temporarily retreated when apartment lights 
were turned on, then returned to continue 
the assault. 

The New York Times later reported that 38 
people had witnessed the incident without 
intervening or calling for help. While that 
number was later revised, the core of the sto-
ry remains: a young woman was murdered, 
many were aware of it, and no one acted. 

The horror of this collective inaction led to 
intense academic investigation. Social psy-
chologists John Darley and Bibb Latané be-
gan studying why people in groups so often 
fail to act, even when they know they should. 
Their conclusion became the foundation of 
what is now known as the Bystander Effect: 
the more people witness an incident, the less 
likely it is that any one individual will take ac-
tion. 

This phenomenon isn’t limited to emergen-
cies in public spaces. It also appears, more 
subtly but no less consequentially, in the 

workplace: in meetings, in projects, and during 
moments of change. There, it takes the form not 
of bloody knives but of silence, avoidance, and 
quiet withdrawal. 

Why People Stay Silent at Work 
In many organizations, we observe a paradoxi-
cal situation. While openness, feedback, and 
responsibility are frequently praised, many em-
ployees remain silent when it actually matters. 
They see dysfunction, poor decisions, or de-
structive behaviors and say nothing. This si-
lence has many causes, but it almost always fol-
lows a psychologically consistent pattern. 

Diffusion of Responsibility 
The first factor is what psychologists call "diffu-
sion of responsibility." In groups, individuals 
feel less personally accountable because they 
assume someone else will step in. This relief of 
responsibility is not conscious but rather a 
deeply ingrained reaction. The larger the team, 
the less pressure any one person feels to speak 
up. The brain "spreads out" the responsibility 
across invisible shoulders. 
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Social Referencing and Group Con-
formity 
Secondly, social referencing plays a key role. 
In uncertain situations, people instinctively 
look to others for behavioral cues. If every-
one in the meeting is nodding or sitting mo-
tionless, the assumption becomes: every-
thing must be fine. In rigid, hierarchical orga-
nizations, this observation often leads to fatal 
self-censorship. 

Fear of Consequences 
Third, fear of personal consequences is often 
present. Those who voice criticism or raise 
inconvenient truths risk being seen as nega-
tive, disloyal, or overstepping boundaries. 
This concern becomes particularly acute in 
organizations where no stable culture of trust 
exists. 

In such moments, the limbic system, the 
emotional center of the brain, reacts with 
stress. Neuroscientific studies show that in 
these scenarios, the brain areas responsible 
for accountability and decision-making effec-
tively power down. It’s not rational thought 
that stops action, but a protective reflex. 

The System Itself 
Finally, there is a fourth, especially insidious 
factor: the system itself. In many companies, 
harmony is valued more highly than truth. 
Conformity is rewarded, dissent is punished. 
In such cultures, people quickly learn: devi-
ate, and you lose. The result is a culture of 
compliance and collective passivity. 

Research on Organizational With-
drawal 
Recent studies powerfully confirm these dy-
namics. Researchers like Leavitt, Zhu, and 
Aquino have shown that the bystander effect 
becomes especially strong in organizations 
where psychological safety is lacking. In such 
environments, employees stay silent even 
when they know a behavior is harmful, such 
as in cases of discrimination, abuse of power, 
or strategic missteps. 

Other studies, including those by Kish-
Gephart and colleagues, reveal that moral 
dilemmas at work often lead not to action but 
to withdrawal, especially when there are no 
explicit norms supporting courageous be-
havior. 

The bystander effect, then, is not a sign of 
personal weakness or lack of moral courage. 
It is a systemic phenomenon. And the re-
sponse must therefore be systemic as well. 

What Leadership Can, and Cannot, 
Do 
The key to overcoming the bystander effect 
lies in how leadership is practiced. Demand-
ing courage is not enough. What matters far 
more is creating conditions in which courage 
is no longer needed, because speaking up 
has become the norm. 

Psychological safety plays a central role in 
this. Employees need to know they can speak 
their minds without being punished. That re-
quires not just explicit invitations to offer cri-
tique, but also visible modeling by leaders 
themselves. When a leader openly admits a 
mistake, they open the door for others to be 
honest too. 

Equally important are clearly defined points 
of contact, transparent communication chan-
nels, and visible follow-through. If someone 
raises a concern in a meeting and hears 
nothing back for weeks, they won’t bring any-
thing up the next time. Organizations need a 
feedback culture in which responses don’t 
disappear into a void but instead lead to 
tangible consequences. 

Rituals and training formats can also help. 
Roleplays, case reviews, and team retrospec-
tives can build confidence in how to inter-
vene respectfully. Once someone has expe-
rienced that dissent can be received with re-
spect, they are more likely to do it again. 

What Should Be Avoided 
What should absolutely be avoided are 
moral appeals. Calls like “Be braver” or “Just 
speak up” misunderstand the structural na-
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ture of the problem. They create guilt, but not 
behavioral change. 

Equally counterproductive is a culture that 
rewards conformity through career advan-
tages or social belonging. Such systems ac-
tively cultivate the bystander effect. 

A Company That Stays Silent Loses 
Its Soul 
The bystander effect is not simply a curiosity 
of social psychology, it is a warning signal. In 
organizations where it spreads, critical dia-
logue dies. Ideas wither, mistakes are repeat-
ed, trust erodes. People who stay silent may 
be protecting themselves, but they are also 
harming the collective. 

What is needed are leaders who recognize, 
name, and interrupt this mechanism. And 
what is equally needed are employees who 
sense: my voice matters, my stance makes a 
difference. 

Because change does not begin with 
courage. 
It begins with safety, and with the certainty 
that you are not alone. 
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