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Abstract
Dating violence is a serious and prevalent public health problem that 
is associated with numerous negative physical and psychological health 
outcomes, and yet there has been limited evaluation of prevention programs 
on college campuses. A recent innovation in campus prevention focuses 
on mobilizing bystanders to take action. To date, bystander programs have 
mainly been compared with no treatment control groups raising questions 
about what value is added to dating violence prevention by focusing on 
bystanders. This study compared a single 90-min bystander education 
program for dating violence prevention with a traditional awareness 
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education program, as well as with a no education control group. Using 
a quasi-experimental pre-test/post-test design with follow-up at 2 months, 
a sample of predominately freshmen college students was randomized to 
either the bystander (n = 369) or traditional awareness (n = 376) dating 
violence education program. A non-randomized control group of freshmen 
students who did not receive any education were also surveyed (n = 224). 
Students completed measures of attitudes, including rape myth acceptance, 
bystander efficacy, and intent to help as well as behavioral measures related 
to bystander action and victimization. Results showed that the bystander 
education program was more effective at changing attitudes, beliefs, efficacy, 
intentions, and self-reported behaviors compared with the traditional 
awareness education program. Both programs were significantly more 
effective than no education. The findings of this study have important 
implications for future dating violence prevention educational programming, 
emphasizing the value of bystander education programs for primary dating 
violence prevention among college students.

Keywords
bystander intervention, dating violence, college students

Dating violence or relationship violence is a form of intimate partner vio-
lence (IPV) that occurs among adolescents and young adults and can include 
physical violence, sexual violence, threats of violence, and psychological or 
emotional violence (Saltzman, Fanslow, McMahon, & Shelley, 2002). 
Violence in dating relationships results in numerous negative physical and 
mental health outcomes with potential long-lasting implications for victims 
and perpetrators (Campbell, 2002; Coker et al., 2002; Exner-Cortens, 
Eckenrode, & Rothman, 2013; Glass et al., 2003; Sutherland, 2011). More 
than two thirds of U.S. women and more than half of men who ever experi-
enced rape, physical violence, and/or stalking by an intimate partner first 
experienced some form of IPV as adolescents or young adults before age 25 
(Black et al., 2011). Due to the high prevalence and detrimental health conse-
quences, effective dating violence prevention strategies are urgently needed. 
Overall, there is limited research on prevention and intervention strategies to 
address the issue of dating violence in college populations (DeGue et al., 
2014; Shorey et al., 2012).

One promising newer approach to the problem of interpersonal violence, 
especially sexual assault, is bystander education (Amar, Sutherland, & 
Kesler, 2012; Banyard, Moynihan, & Plante, 2007; Banyard, Plante, & 
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Moynihan, 2004; Coker et al., 2011; Gidycz, Orchowski, & Berkowitz, 
2011). Bystander education programs are innovative for primary dating vio-
lence prevention because they take a wider community approach to violence 
prevention rather than simply targeting individuals as likely victims or per-
petrators (Banyard et al., 2004). Bystander education aims to help commu-
nity members become more sensitive to issues of interpersonal violence and 
teach them skills to intervene to prevent violence from occurring or support 
survivors (Banyard et al., 2004). The community approach of the bystander 
intervention model reduces potential defensiveness or resistance to dating 
violence prevention messages and enhances motivation to engage in preven-
tion efforts (Banyard et al., 2007). Training is used to change participants’ 
attitudes and enable helping behaviors and direct intervention (Shorey et al., 
2012). Bystander programs are grounded in individual and community 
health behavior change theories (Banyard, 2014; Banyard et al., 2004; 
Bennett, Banyard, & Garnhart, 2014; Casey & Lindhorst, 2009; McMahon 
& Banyard, 2012).

The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB; Ajzen, 1985) informs bystander 
programming; this model posits that human behavior is guided by behavioral 
intentions, which are informed by behavioral beliefs, normative beliefs, and 
control beliefs (Ajzen, 2002). In the context of dating violence prevention, 
the TPB model suggests that intention to engage in behaviors aimed at pre-
venting or positively responding to dating violence would be predicted by 
attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control. In relation to 
mobilizing bystanders, an individual’s attitudes toward dating violence, per-
ception of social norms about dating violence and bystander intervention, and 
the degree to which one believes that they have the capacity to act to prevent 
dating violence all inform intention to take action as a bystander to dating 
violence.

Bystander Education

Bystander education began with in-person educational and skill building 
workshops to permit active learning through engaged skill building and 
opportunities for discussion. One of the earliest programs was the Mentors in 
Violence Prevention (MVP; Katz, 1994), which generated increased knowl-
edge about violence and increased self-efficacy to take action to prevent vio-
lence (Katz, Heisterkamp, & Fleming, 2011; Ward, 2001). The MVP program 
trained young men and women to be leaders in their schools and communities 
to address violence. The program resulted in increased knowledge about vio-
lence and increased self-efficacy to take action to prevent violence among the 
students who attended the MVP program (Ward, 2001). Although an early 
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limitation of the MVP program is its focus on individual student athletes and 
leaders rather than the school or campus community more broadly, more 
recent evaluations have been conducted. For example, Katz et al. (2011) 
found that both male and female students provided with the MVP model 
more often held negative views of violence and were more likely to intervene 
as compared with students not exposed to the program. Other bystander pro-
grams have focused on the role of men in reducing violence among high 
school and college students (Barone, Wolgemuth, & Linder, 2007; Foubert, 
2000; Foubert & Marriott, 1997; Gidycz et al., 2011; McCauley et al., 2013; 
Miller et al., 2013; Miller et al., 2012). These evaluations have mainly 
focused on attitude change, including bystander confidence and intent to 
help. Several studies have found increased bystander behavior following pro-
gram participation. Few examine victimization or perpetration behavioral 
outcomes, and those that do have found mixed results (Foubert, 2000; Gidycz 
et al., 2011).

Other educational workshops focus on both men and women. The need for 
these gendered approaches reflects that there are important differences in the 
nature, extent, and dynamic of dating violence that differ by gender. Given 
that several bystander programs have focused on men only rather than both 
genders, it is important to explore the impact of bystander education and the 
moderating effects of gender. Both the Green Dot program (Coker et al., 
2011) and Bringing in the Bystander (Banyard et al., 2007) have incorporated 
elements specific to young men and women. Several research studies have 
shown the Bringing in the Bystander program to be effective in positively 
changing bystander-related knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors with 
both the one session and the three session programs (Amar et al., 2012; 
Banyard et al., 2007; Moynihan, Banyard, Arnold, Eckstein, & Stapleton, 
2011). More recently, bystander-focused prevention has been expanded to 
social marketing campaigns (Potter, 2012), interactive theater (Ahrens, Rich, 
& Ullman, 2011), and online programs (Jouriles, Kleinsasser, Rosenfield, & 
McDonald, 2016), and research suggests that these methods are promising 
for changing attitudes and also behavior. One limitation of research to date is 
that the majority of evaluations compare a bystander prevention group with a 
no treatment control group. Next steps in research are needed to unpack 
unique aspects of bystander intervention that may be particularly important 
for prevention effects (Banyard, 2014). Furthermore, bystander intervention 
among college students has mainly been examined in relation to sexual 
assault. An expanded view that includes prevention of a broader array of 
forms of dating violence has the potential to make an important contribution 
to the literature.
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Purpose

The purpose of this study was to compare the effectiveness of a 90-min 
bystander education program for dating violence prevention with a traditional 
dating violence awareness education program, as well as to a no education 
control group, in changing attitudes, beliefs, perceived efficacy, intentions, 
and self-reported behaviors in college students. Using outcome measures of 
rape myth acceptance, gender violence acceptance, bystander efficacy, inten-
tion to help, and self-reported bystander behaviors, we hypothesized the 
following:

Hypothesis 1: Participants in the bystander education group will have 
higher scores on bystander efficacy and intention to help, and lower scores 
on rape myth acceptance and gender violence acceptance than participants 
in the traditional awareness education group from pre-test to immediate 
post-intervention post-test.
Hypothesis 2: Participants in the bystander education group will have 
higher scores on bystander efficacy, intention to help, and self-reported 
bystander behaviors and lower scores on rape myth acceptance and gender 
violence acceptance than participants in the traditional awareness educa-
tion group at 2-month follow-up.
Hypothesis 3: The association between type of dating violence education 
and outcome measures will be moderated by gender and personal victim-
ization history.
Hypothesis 4: Participants in both the bystander education group and the 
traditional awareness education group will have higher scores on bystander 
efficacy, intention to help, and self-reported bystander behaviors and 
lower scores on rape myth acceptance and gender violence acceptance 
than participants who received no education at 2-month follow-up.

Method

Description of the Education Programs and Peer Educators

The 90-min traditional awareness education program covered the nature and 
dynamics of dating violence, stalking, sexual assault, and consent. The 
awareness program focused on the traditional victim/perpetrator approach to 
dating violence education, and there was no bystander content included. The 
bystander education program was adapted from the 90-min version of the 
Bringing in the Bystander program (Banyard et al., 2007). (See the appendix 
for a summary of the differences between the 90-min traditional awareness 
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dating violence prevention education program and the 90-min bystander dat-
ing violence prevention education program.) Standardized modifications 
were made to adapt the curriculum to the campus and address other forms of 
dating violence, in addition to sexual assault. They included physical abuse, 
stalking, emotional abuse, psychological abuse, isolation, and manipulation 
and control. The bystander program focused on how all students are affected 
by violence and how all students can play a role in preventing it both at the 
individual and at the community level. The bystander education defined 
bystanders as individuals who may witness violence occurring or situations 
at high-risk for violence, and in their presence, they may have the opportunity 
to provide assistance, do nothing, or contribute to the negative behavior. The 
bystander education clearly outlined the elements of bystander decision mak-
ing before, during, and after crisis situations. The “three D” approach was 
taught for responding as a bystander. These were direct, delegate, and distract 
responses. The students also spent time learning how to listen, believe, and be 
empowered to assist.

All education was presented by a pair of one male and one female peer 
educator and presented through a combination of lecture PowerPoint, video 
clips, interactive scenarios, group discussion, and questions/answers. Peer 
educators received 12 hr of formal training on the education delivery method 
to which they were assigned. All of the educational presentations were 
observed and monitored for fidelity via a standardized form that documented 
adherence to the education protocol and class information. To minimize risk 
for contamination, peer educators were instructed not to discuss their training 
content with members of the other group, and they were not told about the 
differences between the educational programs. Weekly staff meetings for 
peer educators were stratified by education group where ongoing feedback 
on the delivery of the educational sessions was provided. These meetings 
occurred throughout the semester for which the education program was 
implemented.

Participants and Randomization

The sample was drawn from freshman students enrolled at a public university 
in the Rocky Mountain West during the fall semester of 2013. Approximately 
95% of incoming freshman students took a 3-credit topical freshman seminar 
course (during the research period, the campus was transitioning to include 
the course as part of general education). For this study, lead instructors of all 
freshman seminars (n = 28, estimated 24-67 students per seminar, comprising 
1,249 students) were invited to allow their classes to participate in the pre-
vention education program and associated research. Of the 28 classes, based 
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on instructor preference, six did not participate in the standardized education 
or research (no participation), and five of the classes participated only in the 
research component with no education (non-randomized, no education con-
trol group). The remaining 17 classes received education and participated in 
the research. One additional class received the intervention; a sophomore-
level class (30 students) requested a presentation on dating violence preven-
tion, for a total of 18 intervention classes. There were no exclusion criteria for 
participation. Any student in a course in which the instructor allowed access 
was eligible to participate.

Randomization to the bystander or traditional awareness education pro-
gram typically occurred within each class. Prior to the start of the educational 
presentation, students were asked to randomly draw a marble without looking 
from a bag that was passed around by a member of the research team. The 
bag contained an equal number of red and blue marbles, and the number of 
marbles reflected the number of students in attendance. Students who drew a 
red colored marble participated in the traditional awareness education pro-
gram, and students who drew a blue colored marble participated in the 
bystander education. For some classes (eight of the 18 who received the inter-
vention), individual randomization was not possible due to logistical con-
straints, such as no breakout room available. In these cases, a single marble 
was randomly selected to assign the type of education. Overall, there were a 
total of 14 traditional awareness education (n = 376 students) and 14 bystander 
education (n = 369 students) programs.

Procedures

The study used a quasi-experimental pre-test/post-test design with follow-up 
at 2 months post-intervention. Institutional review board approval for this 
study was obtained. Informed consent was obtained by a trained member of 
the research team. Students who chose to participate in the study were asked 
to create a unique code number to keep their responses anonymous. This code 
was used to match the three surveys across time points: pre-test (T1), imme-
diate post-test (T2), and follow-up post-test (T3). The initial post-test (T2) 
occurred immediately following the education program and a second post-
test (T3) occurred 2 months later. All surveys were administered in paper-
and-pen format. As an incentive for participating in the research, students 
were entered into a raffle for prizes for each survey that they completed.

Pre-test surveys were collected from 1,001 students. At T2, 745 surveys 
were collected following the educational interventions (no T2 surveys from 
students who did not receive one of the education programs and 7% attrition 
from T1 in both education groups). At T3, 667 surveys were collected at 
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2-month follow-up (38% attrition from T1 in the bystander group, 51% attri-
tion from T1 in the traditional group, and 22% attrition from T1 in the control 
group). Most of the attrition at T3 was due to instructors denying access to 
students in their classes at 2-month follow-up (n = 228 students). Chi-square 
and two-sample t tests were performed comparing retained students and stu-
dents lost to follow-up on relevant demographic variables, personal victim-
ization history, and scores on the Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance Scale–Revised 
(IRMA-R), Gender Violence Scale (GVS), Bystander Efficacy Scale (BES), 
Brief Intent to Help Scale (BIH), and Bystander Behavior Scale (BBS). There 
were no statistically significant differences between students who were 
retained and students who were lost to follow-up.

Measures

IRMA-R.  The 19-item 5-point Likert-type IRMA-R measures acceptance of 
adverse, inaccurate, or false beliefs about sexual assault or forced/coerced 
sexual activity (McMahon & Farmer, 2011; Payne, Lonsway, & Fitzgerald, 
1999). Scores range from 19 to 95 with higher scores indicating greater 
acceptance of rape myths. Cronbach’s alpha for the full sample at pre-test 
was .88. The IRMA-R has demonstrated construct and criterion validity.

GVS.  The 16-item 5-point Likert-type GVS (Cissner, 2009; Ward, 2001) 
measures acceptance of physical, sexual, or emotional abuse toward intimate 
partners and sexist attitudes. Total scores range from 16 to 80, with higher 
scores indicating greater acceptance of sexist attitudes and gender violence 
(after reverse score item recoding). Cronbach’s alpha for the full sample at 
pre-test was .75.

BES.  The 14-item BES (Banyard et al., 2007) measures confidence in one’s 
ability to perform various bystander actions to prevent or stop sexism and 
interpersonal violence. Participants rate their confidence to perform the 
bystander behaviors on a scale from 0 (can’t do) to 100 (very certain). The 
mean score across all 14 items is subtracted from 100 to create a score of 
perceived ineffectiveness, with higher scores indicating less effectiveness. 
Cronbach’s alpha for the full sample at pre-test was .89. The BES has dem-
onstrated content, criterion, and construct validity.

BIH.  The 32-question 5-point Likert-type scale BIH (Banyard, 2008; Ban-
yard, Moynihan, Cares, & Warner, 2014) measures participants’ likelihood or 
willingness to engage in various helping behaviors with 16 questions specific 
to helping friends and 16 questions specific to helping strangers. Scores range 



3638	 Journal of Interpersonal Violence 33(23)

from 16 to 80 on both the Friends and Strangers subscales, with higher scores 
indicating more likelihood to engage in bystander behaviors. Cronbach’s 
alpha for the full sample at pre-test was .94 overall.

BBS.  The 26-item BBS (Banyard & Moynihan, 2011) measures various 
actions that an individual engages in to prevent or stop interpersonal violence 
and sexism. Participants answer “yes” or “no” or “no opportunity” to specific 
behaviors listed that they have actually carried out or performed in the past 8 
weeks. If a “yes” response was selected, participants were asked how many 
times within the past 8 weeks they performed the behavior. The scores range 
from 0 behaviors to 26 behaviors. Cronbach’s alpha for the full sample at pre-
test was .91.

Abuse assessment screen (AAS).  The AAS (Soeken, McFarlane, Parker, & 
Lominack, 1998) measures IPV, including physical abuse, sexual abuse, and 
emotional abuse as well as fear of an intimate partner. The four questions 
included the following: (a) Have you ever been emotionally or physically 
abused by your partner or someone important to you? (b) In the last year, 
have you been hit, slapped, kicked, choked, or otherwise physically hurt by 
your partner or ex-partner? (c) Within the last year, has your partner or ex-
partner made you do something sexual that you did not want to do? (d) Are 
you afraid of your partner or ex-partner? For this study, a “yes” response to 
any of the questions categorized a participant as positive for IPV. Validity and 
ability to accurately assess for abuse have been supported (Rabin, Jennings, 
Campbell, & Bair-Merritt, 2009).

Sexual Experiences Survey (SES).  The SES (Koss & Oros, 1982) is a 10-item 
self-report survey used to assess various types of sexual aggression and vic-
timization. For this study, two questions adapted from the SES were used to 
assess occurrence and frequency of sexual abuse: (a) During the past year, 
how many times has someone had sexual contact with you when you did not 
want to? (b) During the past year, how many times have you had sexual inter-
course with someone when you did not want to? For this study, any number 
above 0 categorized a participant as positive for sexual abuse. Validity and 
ability to accurately assess for sexual experiences have been supported (Kara-
batsos, 1996).

Demographics.  Demographic data were collected, including age, gender, 
race/ethnicity, year in school, college major, relationship status, and previous 
dating violence education.
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Social Desirability Scale–17 (SDS-17).  The SDS-17 (Stöber, 1999) is a 17-item 
scale used to assess participants’ propensity to present themselves in a man-
ner that is socially desirable. In this study, one of the original 17 items was 
excluded: “I have tried illegal drugs (e.g., marijuana, cocaine, etc.).” The 
remaining 16 items are scored “1” for true or “0” for false for scores ranging 
from 0 to 16, with higher scores indicating greater socially desirable respond-
ing. Cronbach’s alpha for the full sample at pre-test was .71. The SDS-17 has 
demonstrated convergent and discriminant validity (Stöber, 1999).

Data Analysis

Initial data analysis included exploratory and descriptive statistical analyses 
and pre-test differences. A repeated-measures MANOVA was used to test for 
differences between education groups. In addition, Pearson’s correlations 
were run between the main outcome measures. There were significant cor-
relations between the variables, thus providing support for the use of 
MANOVA in the additional analyses. Pearson’s correlations were also run 
between scores of the SDS and outcomes at post-test. The results indicated 
that socially desirable responding was significantly correlated with bystander 
efficacy and bystander behaviors. Thus, social desirability was used in fur-
ther analyses as a covariate. A repeated-measures MANCOVA was the pri-
mary analytic technique used to test the overall impacts of the educational 
programs across time points. The education group (traditional, bystander, and 
none) served as the independent variables, with each of the survey instru-
ments measuring a dependent variable. Paired-sample t tests were performed 
to further examine changes in scores across the groups.

Results

Characteristics of the Sample

Table 1 summarizes the characteristics of the study sample at pre-test  
(n = 1,001). The sample was approximately half male and half female, and 
the underrepresented minority population (7.1% African American, 4.5% 
Asian American, 14.3% Hispanic/Latino, 0.5% Native American) was 
approximately equal to that of the entire university during the research period. 
The sample was examined for pre-test differences. A repeated-measures 
MANOVA was used to test for differences between education groups on 
demographic variables, personal victimization history, and scores on the 
IRMA, GVS, BES, BIH, and BBS. Overall, the main effect for the education 
type on pre-test scores was not significant, F(6, 688) = 1.01, p = .41, and 
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Wilks’s Lambda = .99. Therefore, the groups did not differ significantly from 
each other at pre-test. There were 369 students in the bystander education 
group, 376 students in the traditional awareness education group, and 224 
students in the no education group (with 32 surveys unmatched from 
pre-test).

Table 1.  Demographic Characteristics of the Study Sample at Pre-Test  
(n = 1,001).

Demographic Variables N %

Gender
  Male 489 49.1
  Female 508 50.9
Class standing
  Freshmen 952 95.1
  Non-freshmen 49 4.9
Race
  African American/Black 69 7.1
  Asian American/Asian 44 4.5
  Caucasian/White 682 69.9
  Hispanic American/Latino/a 140 14.3
  Native American 5 0.5
  Other 36 3.7
Sexual orientation
  Heterosexual/straight 942 94.3
  Gay 8 0.8
  Lesbian 14 1.4
  Bisexual 35 3.5
Relationship status
  Not currently dating 516 51.6
  Occasionally dating 154 15.4
  Exclusively dating 293 29.3
  Engaged 21 2.1
  Married 16 1.6
Previous education
  Sexual assault 297 29.7
  Dating violence 317 31.8
  Sexual harassment 387 38.7
Victimization
  Partner abuse 296 30.5
  Sexual abuse 212 21.2
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Results for Hypothesis 1

A repeated-measures MANCOVA was performed with education group 
(bystander vs. traditional awareness) as the independent variable and out-
come scores on the IRMA, GVS, BES, and BIH as the dependent variables. 
The two time points of pre-test (T1) and immediate education post-test (T2) 
were assessed. Only participants who completed both T1 and T2 with a 
matched participant code were included in the analysis for this hypothesis 
(n = 691). There were significant effects for social desirability, F(4, 685) = 
5.62, p < .001, Wilks’s Lambda = .97, and for treatment group, F(4, 685) = 
2.95, p < .05, Wilks’s Lambda = .98. There was significant within-subjects 
effect for time (T1-T2), F(4, 685) = 43.94, p < .001, Wilks’s Lambda = .80, 
as well as for time by social desirability interaction, F(4, 685) = 2.92, p < .05, 
Wilks’s Lambda = .98. Finally, most importantly, there was a significant time 
by group interaction when social desirability was controlled, F(4, 685) = 
28.83, p < .001, Wilks’s Lambda = .86, ηp2  = .14.

A series of paired-sample t tests were also performed to explore changes 
in scores between the bystander and traditional education groups. A 
Bonferroni-adjusted significance value of .003 was utilized. The Bonferroni 
correction is a method used to counteract the problem of multiple compari-
sons. Both the bystander group and the traditional group showed significant 
(p < .003) positive changes in all outcome measures from pre-test to post-test. 
However, the bystander group showed more improvements overall compared 
with the traditional group. The implications of the findings are such that there 
are important changes in attitudes around gender violence and rape myth 
acceptance, which are important components of empathy toward potential 
victims. The improvements in bystander efficacy, intention to help, and 
bystander behaviors indicate a willingness to intervene in future situations.

Results for Hypothesis 2

To determine if the post-test changes in scores persisted at 2-month follow-up, 
a repeated-measures MANCOVA was performed again with three time points 
of pre-test (T1), immediate education post-test (T2), and 2-month follow-up 
(T3). Education group (bystander vs. traditional) served as the independent 
variable, and outcome scores on the IRMA, GVS, BES, and BIH served as the 
dependent variables. Only participants who completed all time points T1, T2, 
and T3 with a matched participant code were included in the analysis for this 
hypothesis (n = 412). There were significant effects for social desirability, F(4, 
406) = 4.11, p < .05, Wilks’s Lambda = .96, and for treatment group, F(4, 406) = 
3.04, p < .05, Wilks’s Lambda = .97. There was significant within-subjects 
effect for time (T1-T2), F(8, 402) = 19.79, p < .001, Wilks’s Lambda = .72, 
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and non-significant time by social desirability interaction, F(8, 402) = 1.36, 
Wilks’s Lambda = .97. Finally, most importantly, there was a significant time 
by group interaction when social desirability was controlled, F(8, 402) = 9.07, 
p < .001, Wilks’s Lambda = .85, ηp2  = .15.

At the 2-month follow-up, data were collected on self-reported bystander 
behavior. A separate repeated-measures MANCOVA was performed examin-
ing change over time from pre-test (T1) to 2-month follow-up (T3) on the 
BBS. First, the impact on BBS was explored as the dichotomized variable 
(yes or no to the behavior). There were no significant effects for time or time 
by social desirability interactions, but there was a significant main effect for 
time by group interaction, F(1, 415) = 17.08, p < .001, Wilks’s Lambda = .96. 
Next, the impact on BBS opportunities to perform the behavior was per-
formed. A MANCOVA was performed examining change over time from 
pre-test (T1) to 2-month follow-up (T3) on the opportunities to perform the 
behaviors. The results showed that there were no significant effects for time 
or time by social desirability interactions. In addition, there was no signifi-
cant time by group interactions, F(1, 415) = 1.79, Wilks’s Lambda = .97. 
There were no significant differences in opportunities to perform the behav-
iors over time or between the two educational groups. The mean opportunity 
to help at T1 for traditional (n = 185) was 9.84 (SD = 7.4), and for bystander 
(n = 233) was 10.62 (SD =7.8). At T3, the mean opportunity for traditional 
was 8.49 (SD =7.4) and bystander was 10.24 (SD =7.3).

A series of paired-sample t tests were also performed to explore changes 
in scores between the bystander and traditional education groups from pre-
test to 2-month post-test. A Bonferroni-adjusted significance value of .003 
was utilized. Table 2 shows the means and standard deviations at all three 
time points for the traditional and bystander groups in addition to the paired-
sample t tests for both education groups from T1 to T3. Both the bystander 
group and the traditional group showed significant positive changes in most 
outcome measures from pre-test to 2-month post-test. The only exceptions to 
this were the non-significant change in BIH and BBS scores for the tradi-
tional awareness education group. Both groups did show evidence of decay 
from immediate post-test scores; however, overall, they were still signifi-
cantly improved from the pre-test scores (p < .003). The bystander group 
demonstrated more improvements overall than the traditional awareness 
group on all outcome measures.

Results for Hypothesis 3

There were 489 (49.1%) males and 508 (50.9%) females in the study at pre-test. 
A repeated-measures MANCOVA for pre-test (T1) to post-test (T2) was per-
formed. There were significant between-subject effects for social desirability, 
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F(4, 680) = 6.41, p < .001, Wilks’s Lambda = .97, education group, F(4, 680) = 
2.77, p < .05, Wilks’s Lambda = .98, and gender, F(4, 680) = 25.02, p < .001, 
Wilks’s Lambda = .87. There were not significant differences for group by gen-
der interaction, F(4, 680) = 0.51, Wilks’s Lambda = .99. For within-subjects 
effects, there were significant effects for time, F(4, 680) = 43.39, p < .001, 
Wilks’s Lambda = .80, for time by social desirability, F(4, 680) = 3.05, p < .05, 
Wilks’s Lambda = .98, and for time by group, F(4, 680) = 29.06, p < .001, 
Wilks’s Lambda = .85. Time by gender interaction was not significant, F(4, 680) 
= 0.99, Wilks’s Lambda = .97. Most importantly, time by group by gender inter-
action was also not significant, F(4, 680) = 0.52, Wilks’s Lambda = .99, ηp2  = 
.03. This suggests that the education worked equally well for women and men. 
Thus, gender does not appear to moderate the relationship between the educa-
tion and outcome measures.

The educational programs also worked equally well for participants who 
reported victimization of abuse (both intimate partner abuse and sexual 
abuse) compared with those who did not report abuse victimization. There 
were non-significant effects for time by group by partner abuse interaction, 
F(4, 665) = 2.71, Wilks’s Lambda = .98, ηp2  = .02, and for time by group by 
sexual abuse interaction, F(4, 683) = 1.34, Wilks’s Lambda = .99, ηp2  = .01. 
Thus, neither partner abuse nor sexual abuse appears to moderate the rela-
tionship between the education and outcome measures.

Results for Hypothesis 4

To examine the overall impacts of the educational programs compared with a 
control group of students who received no education, a repeated-measures 

Table 2.  Means Descriptive Scores, Standard Deviations, and Paired-Sample t 
Tests for Time 1, Time 2, and Time 3 for Traditional and Bystander Groups.

Traditional Education (n = 353) Bystander Education (n = 345)

  T1 T2 T3

T

T1 T2 T3

t  M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

IRMA 2.4 (0.6) 2.1 (0.6) 2.2 (0.6) 4.9* 2.5 (0.6) 1.9 (0.6) 2.1 (0.6) 10.2*
GVS 1.9 (0.4) 1.5 (0.5) 1.6 (0.5) 8.5* 2.0 (0.4) 1.3 (0.4) 1.5 (0.5) 14.1*
BES 19.9 (13.2) 15.9 (13.7) 14.9 (12.3) 6.2* 20.7 (13.1) 10.7 (9.3) 11.5 (9.4) 11.7*
BIH 3.7 (0.6) 3.9 (0.7) 3.9 (0.7) −1.3 3.7 (0.6) 4.2 (0.7) 4.1 (0.6) −9.1*
BBS 4.7 (4.5) — 4.9 (4.5) −0.6 4.6 (4.6) — 7.0 (5.8) −6.6*

Note. The BBS is only measured at Time 1 and Time 3. IRMA = Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance Scale–
Revised; GVS = Gender Violence Scale; BES = Bystander Efficacy Scale; BIH = Brief Intent to Help Scale; 
BBS = Bystander Behavior Scale.
*p < .003 (two-tailed significance).
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MANCOVA was performed comparing pre-test with 2-month post-test for all 
three groups. The education group (traditional, bystander, and none) served 
as the independent variable, with each of the survey instruments (IRMA, 
GVS, BES, BIH) measuring a dependent variable. Only participants who 
completed both T1 and T3 with a matched participant code were included in 
the analysis for this aim (n = 588). The breakdown included 175 participants 
in the control group, 184 participants in the traditional group, and 229 partici-
pants in the bystander group. There were significant effects for social desir-
ability, F(4, 685) = 5.62, p < .001, Wilks’s Lambda = .97, and for treatment 
group, F(4, 581) = 4.89, p < .001, Wilks’s Lambda = .97. There was signifi-
cant within-subjects effect for time (T1-T3), F(4, 581) = 5.52, p < .001, 
Wilks’s Lambda = .96, and non-significant time by social desirability interac-
tion, F(4, 581) = 1.57, Wilks’s Lambda = .99. Most importantly, there was a 
significant time by group interaction when social desirability was controlled, 
F(8, 1162) = 17.06, p < .001, Wilks’s Lambda = .80, ηp2  = .11. A separate 
repeated-measures MANCOVA was performed to examine change in self-
reported bystander behavior comparing pre-test with 2-month post-test for all 
three groups. The education group served as the independent variable, and 
the BBS score served as the outcome/dependent variable. There were no sig-
nificant effects for time or time by social desirability interactions, but there 
was a significant main effect for time by group interaction, F(2, 591) = 27.44, 
p < .001, Wilks’s Lambda = .92.

A series of paired-sample t tests were also performed to explore changes 
in scores within the control group from T1 to T3. A Bonferroni-adjusted 
significance value of .003 was utilized. Table 3 displays the means (SDs) for 
pre-test (T1) and 2-month post-test (T3) for the traditional, bystander, and 
no education groups. Table 3 also shows the paired-sample t tests for the 
traditional, bystander, and no education group for pre-test (T1) and 2-month 
follow-up (T3). The control group showed two significant changes from pre-
test to 2-month post-test. The BIH measure showed a significant negative 
change, with intention to help decreasing, and the BBS showed a significant 
negative change as well, with self-reported bystander behavior decreasing. 
Although not significant, rape myth acceptance also increased over time and 
efficacy decreased over time for the control group. For all measures, the 
control group scored worse than the groups that received dating violence 
prevention education.

Summary

In summary, both the bystander group and the traditional awareness group 
showed positive changes in outcome measures (e.g., decreased acceptance of 
rape myths and gender violence and increased efficacy and intention to help) 
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from pre-test (T1) to immediate post-test (T2). However, the bystander group 
showed more improvements overall compared with the traditional group. 
Although both groups did show evidence of decay from immediate post-test 
(T2) scores, there were still significant positive changes in all five outcome 
measures for the bystander group and three of five outcomes for the tradi-
tional awareness group from pre-test (T1) to 2-month post-test (T3). The 
bystander group demonstrated more statistically significant improvements 
than the traditional awareness group on all outcomes. Overall, the educa-
tional intervention yielded moderate effect sizes by conservative estimates.

Discussion

The results of this study suggest that dating violence prevention education 
can be helpful in changing attitudes, beliefs, efficacy, bystander intentions, 
and bystander behaviors in college students. Both the traditional awareness 
and bystander education program groups showed significant improvements 
in attitudinal and intention outcome measures from pre-test to post-test. The 
bystander education appeared to be even more effective than the traditional 
awareness group for decreasing acceptance of rape myths and gender vio-
lence and increasing efficacy, intention to help, and self-reported bystander 
behaviors. Of particular significance is the positive improvement in bystander 
intentions to help and actual bystander behaviors that were observed in the 
bystander group, but not the traditional awareness group, at 2-month follow-
up. Another important finding is that both the education groups showed more 

Table 3.  Means Descriptive Scores and Standard Deviations, and Paired-Sample t 
Tests for T1 and T3 for Traditional, Bystander, and No Education Groups.

Traditional Education
(n = 185)

Bystander Education
(n = 232)

No Education
(n = 176)

  T1 T3

t

T1 T3

t

T1 T3

t  M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

IRMA 2.4 (0.6) 2.2 (0.6) 4.9* 2.5 (0.6) 2.1 (0.6) 10.2* 2.4 (0.5) 2.5 (0.5) −0.8
GVS 1.9 (0.4) 1.6 (0.5) 8.5* 2.0 (0.4) 1.5 (0.5) 14.1* 2.0 (0.5) 1.9 (0.5) 3.0
BES 19.9 (13.2) 14.9 (12.3) 6.2* 20.7 (13.1) 11.5 (9.4) 11.7* 21.4 (14.8) 24.9 (17.9) −3.0
BIH 3.7 (0.6) 3.9 (0.7) −1.3 3.7 (0.6) 4.1 (0.6) −9.1* 3.6 (0.7) 3.4 (0.8) 3.2*
BBS 4.7 (4.5) 4.9 (4.5) −0.6 4.6 (4.6) 7.0 (5.8) −6.6* 4.9 (4.3) 3.7 (4.3) 3.8*

Note. IRMA = Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance Scale–Revised; GVS = Gender Violence Scale; BES = Bystander 
Efficacy Scale; BIH = Brief Intent to Help Scale; BBS = Bystander Behavior Scale.
*p < .003 (two-tailed significance).
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improvements in outcome measures compared with a group that received no 
education. In fact, over time, the control group observed increases in rape 
myth acceptance and decreases in efficacy, intention to help, and actual 
bystander behavior. The results of this study are important, given the quasi-
experimental design and randomization of students to an educational inter-
vention group. Although the group of students who did not receive education 
was not randomized, there were no significant differences in demographics 
or outcome variables at pre-test.

The overall results of this research study are consistent with findings 
from other researchers who have demonstrated the utility of changing atti-
tudes and bystander intentions of using a bystander approach for sexual vio-
lence prevention (Amar et al., 2012; Banyard et al., 2007; Coker et al., 2011; 
Katz, 1994; Miller et al., 2013; Miller et al., 2012). Due to time constraints, 
only a one-time educational program was offered rather than multiple ses-
sions of the program, which have shown to be even more effective in previ-
ous research (Banyard et al., 2007). Nonetheless, shorter versions of dating 
violence prevention interventions may be more practical in many settings. 
The results of this study, as well as others, suggest that even shorter educa-
tional programs can still have positive outcomes (Banyard et al., 2007; 
Coker et al., 2011).

This study expanded the focus of the Bringing in the Bystander education 
for sexual violence prevention and showed that it can be helpful in addressing 
dating violence in a different geographic region with a more diverse popula-
tion of college students, thus supporting the generalizability of the program 
benefits. The original evaluation of the Bringing in the Bystander program 
included a sample that was more than 90% Caucasian (Banyard et al., 2007), 
whereas nearly one third of the sample from this study were ethnic minority 
groups. Furthermore, the original evaluation of the Bringing in the Bystander 
program provided education to single-gender groups of male and female stu-
dents (Banyard et al., 2007). In this study, the education was delivered in 
mixed-gender classes and still showed positive effects for both men and 
women. Finally, this study also compared the bystander education with a 
more traditional awareness education approach and demonstrated that the 
bystander approach was more effective in changing attitudes, beliefs, effi-
cacy, intentions, and self-reported bystander behaviors in college students.

The randomization of participants to education group and the 2-month fol-
low-up strengthened the findings of this study. It is important to note that the 
bystander education program in this study continued to demonstrate positive 
outcomes at 2-month follow-up (although degraded from immediate post-test), 
even without the booster session that was included in the research conducted by 
Banyard et al. (2007). In this study, the group who received the bystander 
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education showed the most significant decreases in acceptance of rape myths 
and gender violence and increases in efficacy, intention to help, and self-reported 
bystander behaviors at 2-month follow-up. This suggests that bystander-focused 
prevention not only enhances bystander action but may also be more effective at 
raising general awareness about the problem of dating violence.

Limitations

This research study had several limitations. First, the data relied on self-
report. A self-generated code was used to maintain anonymity and increase 
the likelihood of respondents honestly reporting sensitive issues. In addition, 
a SDS was included in the measures to assess for socially desirable response 
bias among participants. Nonetheless, the sole reliance on self-report is an 
important study limitation.

Due to time constraints, only a one-time educational program was offered 
rather than multiple sessions of the program. Prior research has shown that 
more sessions tend to be more effective (Banyard et al., 2007). However, 
shorter versions of dating violence prevention interventions may be more 
practical in many settings. Given that follow-up data were collected at 2 
months post-intervention, while the students were still enrolled in the 
Freshmen Seminar courses, longer term benefits of this brief bystander edu-
cation are unknown.

The AAS used to measure IPV asked respondents, “Have you ever been 
emotionally or physically abused by your partner or someone important to 
you?” A limitation of this wording is that abusive experiences may have 
occurred with someone other than an intimate partner.

The prevalence of sexual assault and dating violence at each time point 
was not measured. Therefore, it is unknown whether changes in attitudes, 
beliefs, efficacy, intentions, and bystander behaviors translated into a reduc-
tion in dating violence or sexual assault. Given that one third of all IPV 
occurs in the presence of a bystander (Planty, 2002), it is likely that bystander 
empowerment would affect the prevalence of dating violence or sexual 
assault. Nonetheless, longer term follow-up to determine intervention impact 
on IPV rates is an important direction for future research.

There was significant attrition of study participants at the 2-month follow-
up (T3). Six instructors would not allow their classes to participate in the 
research at T3 leading to substantial attrition rates across all three conditions 
at this follow-up assessment. Thus, approximately 228 students were auto-
matically lost to follow-up. As a result, the attrition rates were much higher at 
T3 compared with T2, with 38% attrition among the bystander group, 51% 
attrition among the traditional awareness group, and 22% attrition among the 
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control group. However, it should be noted that there were no significant dif-
ferences between students who were retained and those lost to follow-up on 
demographic characteristics, abuse history, or the primary outcomes.

Although peer educators attended separate training and staff meetings spe-
cific to their education module, no additional efforts were made to blind the 
peer educators to the study goals and hypotheses. Peer educators leading the 
bystander intervention were aware that they were offering a novel interven-
tion which may have led to some bias in intervention outcomes.

Finally, because of the low proportion of underrepresented minorities in 
the sample, the results were not examined for differences by race/ethnicity. 
Future research needs to include sufficient numbers of underrepresented 
minority groups to stratify results to determine the cultural appropriateness of 
this kind of intervention in different racial/ethnic groups.

Implications

This research study helps contribute to an enhanced understanding of effective 
primary prevention strategies for dating violence in college students. Dating 
violence is prevalent in adolescents and young adults; thus, dating violence pre-
vention strategies should be implemented on college campuses. Bystander edu-
cation is a promising approach to dating violence prevention that requires more 
research. Few studies have empirically tested bystander intervention approaches 
and those that have typically focused on rape prevention (Banyard, 2011; Shorey 
et al., 2012). This study expanded the focus to include all forms of dating vio-
lence, including physical, psychological, and sexual abuse. Furthermore, this 
study compared a traditional awareness dating violence prevention education 
approach with the bystander approach showing that the bystander approach was 
more effective. This study extends previous research demonstrating the utility of 
a bystander approach for sexual violence prevention (Banyard et al., 2007; 
Coker et al., 2011), by comparing this program with both a traditional awareness 
education approach and a no-intervention control group, and found that the 
bystander approach was more effective at changing attitudes, beliefs, efficacy, 
intentions, and self-reported behaviors in college students.

This study also has important implications for future dating violence pre-
vention education programming. The results of this study and others demon-
strating the benefits of bystander education for dating violence and sexual 
assault prevention may be useful to colleges and universities as they develop 
or revise their educational programming to meet requirements of the Campus 
Sexual Violence Elimination Act (Campus SaVE Act). The Campus SaVE 
Act calls for extensive “primary prevention and awareness programs” and 
expands the focus from sexual assault to include other forms of IPV 
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(CampusClarity, 2013). However, until the bystander education programs are 
shown to be effective on actual victimization and perpetration of sexual 
assault and dating violence, they need to be recommended with awareness of 
the limitations of the research thus far, so that institutions will invest in the 
needed rigorous experimental interventions. The results of the current 
research study may be useful to consider for future dating violence preven-
tion educational programming and informing policies on violence prevention 
at institutions of higher education. This study’s findings support the use of an 
adapted form of the evidence-based bystander education program, Bringing 
in the Bystander (Banyard et al., 2007), for one component of dating violence 
prevention education for college students, although the effect on actual vio-
lence was not measured and remains unknown. Bystander education is a 
promising approach to dating violence prevention on college campuses.

Appendix

Overview of 90-Min Awareness and Bystander Education Programs.

Awareness Education Themes Bystander Education Themes

•  Qualities of healthy relationships
• � Continuum of relationships (healthy, 

unhealthy, abusive)
• � Definition and statistics about 

relationship abuse
•  Forms of abuse (expanded)
• � Consent, myths, and facts about 

sexual abuse
•  Impact of interpersonal violence
•  Risk factors for relationship violence
• � Stereotypes about relationship 

violence
•  Cycle of violence
•  Barriers to leaving and help seeking
•  Abuse red flags
•  Campus and community resources
• � Interactive tools including media clips 

and vignettes used for discussion 
of intimate partner violence, the 
dynamic of violence and abuse, power 
and control in intimate relationships, 
the cycle of violence, and barriers 
to seeking help and leaving violent 
relationships

•  Qualities of healthy relationships
• � Continuum of relationships 

(healthy, unhealthy, abusive)
• � Definition and statistics about 

relationship abuse
•  Forms of abuse (condensed)
• � Consent, myths, and facts about 

sexual abuse
•  Impact of interpersonal violence
• � Definition and examples of 

bystanders
•  Bystander options and impact
• � Bystander interventions before, 

during, and after an incident
• � The bystander decision-making 

process
• � Campus and community 

resources
• � Interactive tools including 

media clips and vignettes used 
for discussion of bystander 
responses to sexual assault 
and dating violence, bystander 
responsibility, and bystander 
decision-making.
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