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Abstract
This study prospectively examined the impact of men’s own attitudes and behaviors 
and perceptions of peer attitudes and behaviors on intentions and engagement in 
prosocial bystander behavior. Undergraduate men completed surveys at baseline and 
4- and 7-month follow-ups. Men’s perceptions of peer attitudes and behaviors and 
their own attitudes and behaviors were both important predictors of intentions. 
However, men’s own attitudes and behaviors appeared to be more robustly predictive 
of behavior. Intentions to engage in bystander behavior were not predictive of 
behavior. Results support two specific areas of bystander intervention programming 
addressing misperceptions of social norms and personal attitudes and behaviors.
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Sexual Assault

According to Koss, Gidycz, and Wisniewski’s (1987) groundbreaking study surveying 
college students across 32 campuses, approximately half of all college women report 
some form of sexual assault experience since the age of 14. Similar rates of sexual 
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assault among college populations have been reported in more recent studies as well 
(e.g., Turchik, Probst, Irvin, Chau, & Gidycz, 2010). Furthermore, estimates indicate 
that approximately one fourth to one third of college men report actions consistent 
with definitions of sexually aggressive behavior (e.g., Loh, Gidycz, Lobo, & Luthra, 
2005). For example, Loh et al. (2005) reported that 27.5% of college men reported 
behavior reflective of unwanted touching, sexual coercion, and attempted rape and 
nearly 4% of men reported behaviors consistent with the legal definition of rape.

Social Norms Theory

Social norms theory (for a review, see Berkowitz, 2010) posits that behavior is partly 
a function of the individual’s perception of the attitudes and behaviors of his peers. 
According to this theory, men misperceive other men’s attitudes and also the frequency 
with which others engage in risky behaviors (such as sexually aggressive behaviors). 
This misperception then provides them with “permission” to engage in such behavior. 
In support of this theory, evidence from empirical research suggests that men think 
that other men are more sexually aggressive and more accepting of sexism than they 
actually are (e.g., DeKeserdy, 1990; Loh et al., 2005). In addition, misperceived norms 
serve as justification for unhealthy or unsafe behaviors either when these acts are 
planned or once they have been committed. Social norms research has established that 
perceptions predict behavior across a wide variety of issues (e.g., alcohol, marijuana 
and tobacco use, gambling, seat-belt use, bullying) in a diverse range of populations 
(youth, college students, and adults), both in the United States and internationally 
(Berkowitz, 2005).

The focus of social norms theory on the influence that men have on each other’s 
attitudes and behaviors has led to increased interest in the concept of prosocial 
bystander behavior in response to sexual assault risk. Sexual assault bystander inter-
vention behaviors include both direct intervention, such as calling an authority, and 
indirect intervention, such as refusing to leave an intoxicated friend at a party (e.g., 
Burn, 2009).When men underestimate their peers’ discomfort with certain behaviors, 
they are likely to refrain from expressing their own discomfort or intervening (for a 
review, see Berkowitz, 2010). For example, Kilmartin and colleagues (1999) found 
that men tend to underestimate the extent to which other men are uncomfortable with 
sexist behaviors toward women. To the extent that men misperceive their peers as 
being more comfortable with sexually aggressive behavior, they will be less likely to 
intervene when they witness inappropriate behavior in their peers.

Predicting Prosocial Bystander Behavior

Recently, researchers have examined correlates of bystander behavior specific to sex-
ual assault (Banyard, 2008; Brown & Messman-Moore, 2010; Burn, 2009; McMahon 
& Farmer, 2009; Stein, 2007). For example, in a survey of more than 2,300 incoming 
male and female undergraduate students, McMahon (2010) found that greater willing-
ness to intervene as a bystander, as measured by a modified version of Banyard’s 
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Bystander Attitude Scale (Banyard, Plante, & Moynihan, 2004), was reported by 
females, by those who had previous rape education experience, by those who had 
indicated less rape myth acceptance, and by those who knew someone who had been 
sexually assaulted. McMahon and Farmer (2009) found that, among those on athletic 
teams, members with a closer team bond reported greater willingness to intervene.

Additional studies have focused specifically on social norms theory in examination 
of correlates of sexual assault-specific bystander intervention behavior and associated 
attitudes. In a qualitative study examining men’s intentions to intervene in three writ-
ten scenarios, Carlson (2008) found that the most common reason men stated for fail-
ing to intervene was evaluation apprehension, they did not want to appear weak to 
other men. In another study, Fabiano, Perkins, Berkowitz, Linkenback, and Stark 
(2003) found that the best predictor of men’s willingness to intervene was their per-
ception of other men’s willingness to intervene. Two recent studies have specifically 
examined the differential influence of an individual’s attitudes and their perceptions of 
others’ attitudes on their intentions to engage in prosocial bystander behavior. Stein 
(2007) found that men’s own attitudes about rape (e.g., rape supportive attitudes, dis-
comfort with sexism) and their perceptions of their close friends’ attitudes about rape 
both contributed to men’s self-reported willingness to prevent rape. Similarly, Brown 
and Messman-Moore (2010) found that college men’s own attitudes supportive of 
sexual aggression and their perceptions of peer attitudes supportive of sexual aggres-
sion were correlated with participants’ self-reported willingness to intervene. However, 
when entered into a regression analysis together, only perceptions of peer attitudes 
emerged as predictive of participants’ willingness to intervene.

Although they add to the growing body of literature in support of the social norms 
theory of prosocial bystander behavior, these studies are limited by various factors. 
For example, willingness or intentions to intervene has been used as a proxy for men’s 
intervention behavior (Brown & Messman-Moore, 2010; Fabiano et al., 2003; Stein, 
2007). Intentions have been posited to play a key role in the prediction of behavior, 
and have been highlighted in a number of models relating attitudes and behaviors, 
including the theory of reasoned action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Fishbein & Ajzen, 
1975) and the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1985). However, a large body of 
experimental research has demonstrated that people fail to act on their intentions (see 
Ajzen, Brown, & Carvajal, 2004). This suggests that intentions may not be an ade-
quate proxy for behavior. Thus, in studies of prosocial bystander behavior, it is impor-
tant to incorporate measures of actual behavior in lieu of, or in addition to, those 
measures of intentions which have traditionally been used. Furthermore, although the 
studies reviewed above provide support for various correlates of bystander theory spe-
cific to sexual assault intervention, they are all limited in that they are cross-sectional 
in nature.

Only one study to date has prospectively examined predictors of actual self-reported 
bystander intervention in relation to sexual assault (Banyard, 2008). In her study, 
Banyard (2008) found that only bystander attitudes remained significant when predict-
ing bystander behavior at a 2-month follow-up. Further research is needed to extend 
Banyard’s prospective examination of predictors of bystander intervention. In her 
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analysis, Banyard did not include variables related to men’s perceptions of social 
norms related to attitudes and sexual behavior. Given the growing body of literature 
which underscores the impact of men’s perceptions of peers’ attitudes and behaviors 
on prosocial bystander behavior (e.g., Brown & Messman-Moore, 2010), it seems 
important to prospectively examine variables related to social norms theory in predict-
ing men’s actual prosocial bystander behavior.

Rationale for the Current Study

The current study is an attempt to address the aforementioned limitations and to 
improve upon the methodology of previous investigations examining predictors of 
prosocial bystander behavior by utilizing a prospective design similar to that used by 
Banyard (2008) and including scales that have been used previously in social norms 
and prosocial bystander behavior studies. The purpose of this study was to prospec-
tively examine the extent to which men’s own attitudes and behaviors and their per-
ceptions of the attitudes and behaviors of the average male in the university community 
predict both intentions to engage in prosocial bystander behavior and self-reported 
engagement in prosocial bystander behavior over 4- and 7-month follow-up periods. 
Specifically, we hypothesized that men’s perceptions of their peers’ attitudes and 
behaviors would be most predictive of men’s intentions and behavior, as predicted by 
social norms theory and consistent with previous research (e.g., Banyard, 2008; Brown 
& Messman-Moore, 2010).

Method

Participants

The participants for the current study were from the control group of a larger sexual 
assault prevention program evaluation study (Gidycz, Orchowski, & Berkowitz, 2011) 
and consisted of 273 male undergraduate students at a large midwestern university. Of 
the 361 men who completed the baseline assessment, 82.3% returned for the 4-month 
follow-up (n = 297) and 76.5% returned for the 7-month follow-up (n = 276), with 273 
completing all three sessions. Recruitment fliers encouraging men to participate in the 
Community Programming Initiative and including a brief description about the pro-
gram were distributed around the residence halls. Participants completed study ques-
tionnaires at baseline with 4- and 7-month follow-up time points. The vast majority of 
the participants were heterosexual (98.2%), Caucasian (94.9%), and single men who 
had never been married (99.3%). Nearly all participants were enrolled in their first 
year of college (99.6%) and were 18-19 years old (98.9%). At the baseline assessment, 
6.7% of the participants endorsed behavioral items consistent with a history of sexu-
ally aggressive behavior, 7.9% reported perpetrating sexually aggressive behavior 
between the baseline and the 4-month follow-up assessments, and 5.3% endorsed 
behaviors consistent with the perpetration of sexually aggressive behavior between the 
4- and 7-month follow-up assessments.
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Measures

See Table 1 for a list of all measures used to assess constructs of interest. Descriptive 
statistics and internal consistencies for variables of interest can be found in Table 2.

Demographics.  All participants completed a brief questionnaire that was used to collect 
relevant personal information regarding basic participant characteristics such as age, 
ethnicity and race, religious background, and sexual orientation.

Alcohol use.  The Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test (AUDIT; Saunders, Aas-
land, Baror, De la Fuente, & Grant, 1993) was used to screen for alcohol use problems, 
alcohol dependence, and problems associated with problem drinking. The AUDIT is a 
10-item questionnaire, on which participants report the frequency of their drinking  
(0 = never, 1 = monthly or less, 2 = 2-4 times a month, 3 = 2-3 times a week, and 4 = 4 
or more times a week), the number of alcoholic drinks consumed on a typical drinking 
occasion (0 = 1 or 2, 1 = 3 or 4, 2 = 5 or 6, 3 = 7-9, and 4 = 10 or more), how often 
they have experienced problems associated with their drinking (0 = never, 1 = less 
than monthly, 2 = monthly, 3 = weekly, and 4 = daily or almost daily; for example, 
How often during the last year have you found that you were not able to stop drinking 
once you had started?), and the impact of their drinking on others (0 = no; 2 = yes, but 
not in the last year; and 4 = yes, during the last year; for example, Have you or 

Table 1.  Measures Used to Assess Constructs of Interest.

Measure
Own attitudes and 

behaviors
Perception of others’ 

attitudes and behaviors

Reactions to Offensive 
Language and Behavior Scale 
(ROLBA)

Prosocial Bystander 
Behavior

 

Alcohol Use Disorders 
Identification Test (AUDIT)

Alcohol Use  

Sexual Experiences Survey 
(SES)

Sexual Aggression 
Perpetration

 

Hypergender Ideology Scale 
(HIS)

Hypergender Ideology  

Boeringer Social Norms 
Measure (BSNM)

Differential Association Differential Social 
Reinforcement

  Modeling Sexual Behavior  
  Likelihood of Rape  
Sexual Social Norms Inventory 

(SSNI)
 
 
 

Self Bystander Intentions
Self Comfort With Sexism
Self Rape Supportive 

Attitudes/Behaviors
Self Sexual Behavior

Other Bystander Intentions
Other Comfort With  

Sexism
Other Rape Supportive 

Attitudes/Behaviors
Other Sexual Behavior
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Table 2.  Means, Standard Deviations, Ranges, and Internal Consistencies for Variables of 
Interest.

M SD Range α

Self Prosocial Bystander Behavior T1 (ROLBA) 3.89 1.33 1-7 .79
Self Prosocial Bystander Behavior T2 (ROLBA) 4.65 1.29 1-7 .82
Self Prosocial Bystander Behavior T3 (ROLBA) 3.91 1.23 1-7 .82
Self Prosocial Bystander Intentions T1 (SSNI) 4.14 0.66 1.25-5 .82
Self Prosocial Bystander Intentions T2 (SSNI) 4.03 0.64 1.38-5 .79
Self Prosocial Bystander Intentions T3 (SSNI) 3.96 0.71 1.5-5 .83
Self Comfort With Sexism T1 (SSNI) 2.56 0.77 1-5 .77
Self Comfort With Sexism T2 (SSNI) 2.55 0.79 1-5 .84
Self Rape Supportive Attitudes/Behaviors T1 (SSNI) 4.37 0.61 1.22-5 .81
Self Rape Supportive Attitudes/Behaviors T2 (SSNI) 4.26 0.66 2.22-5 .84
Self Inappropriate Sexual Dating Behaviors T1 (SSNI) 3.76 0.66 1.43-5 .71
Self Inappropriate Sexual Dating Behaviors T2 (SSNI) 3.74 0.72 1.57-5 .76
Other Prosocial Bystander Behavior Intentions T1 (SSNI) 3.74 0.42 1.38-5 .83
Other Prosocial Bystander Behavior Intentions T2 (SSNI) 3.65 0.75 1-5 .85
Other Comfort With Sexism T1 (SSNI) 2.32 0.70 1-4.86 .81
Other Comfort With Sexism T2 (SSNI) 2.37 0.74 1-5 .81
Other Rape Supportive Attitudes/Behaviors T1 (SSNI) 3.68 0.70 1-5 .84
Other Rape Supportive Attitudes/Behaviors T2 (SSNI) 3.56 0.70 1-5 .82
Other Inappropriate Sexual Dating Behaviors T1 (SSNI) 2.97 0.72 1-5 .80
Other Inappropriate Sexual Dating Behaviors T1 (SSNI) 2.97 0.80 1-5 .84
Differential Association With Sexually Aggressive Peers  

T1 (BSNM)
3.09 1.38 2-10 .66

Differential Association With Sexually Aggressive Peers  
T2 (BSNM)

2.73 1.27 2-10 .71

Differential Social Reinforcement From Peers  
T1 (BSNM)

10.48 2.63 3-15 .61

Differential Social Reinforcement From Peers  
T1 (BSNM)

10.35 2.65 3-15 .64

Modeling of Sexual Coercion T1 (BSNM) 5.48 2.78 3-15 .71
Modeling of Sexual Coercion T2 (BSNM) 4.51 2.14 3-15 .72
Likelihood of Rape T1 (BSNM) 2.76 1.67 2-10 .80
Likelihood of Rape T2 (BSNM) 2.70 1.56 2-10 .77
Self Hypergender Ideology T1 (HIS) 51.05 15.61 21-99 .87
Self Hypergender Ideology T2 (HIS) 49.98 15.92 19-92 .88
Sexual Assault Perpetration T1 (SES) 1.09 0.35 1-3  
Sexual Assault Perpetration T2 (SES) 1.08 0.33 1-3  
Alcohol Use T1 (AUDIT) 10.26 5.75 0-36 .73
Alcohol Use T2 (AUDIT) 10.69 6.02 0-36 .73

Note. Internal consistencies are not reported for sexual assault perpetration as items in this measure 
are intended to be independent. ROLBA = Reactions to Offensive Language and Behavior Scale; SSNI = 
Sexual Social Norms Inventory; BSNM = Boeringer Social Norms Measure; HIS = Hypergender Ideology 
Scale; SES = Sexual Experiences Survey; AUDIT = Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test.
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someone else been injured because of your drinking?). Participants’ scores were 
summed, with higher scores indicative of greater problems with alcohol use. In com-
parison with other screeners for alcohol use problems, dependence, and problem 
drinking behaviors, the AUDIT has evidenced a high degree of accuracy and reliabil-
ity. A correlation coefficient of .78 was demonstrated between the AUDIT and the 
CAGE (Cut down, Annoyed, Guilty, Eye Opener; Ewing, 1984), another commonly 
used screener for alcohol use problems.

Sexual assault perpetration.  The Sexual Experiences Survey (SES; Koss & Oros, 1982) 
is a 10-item self-report survey that was used to assess the perpetration of sexually 
aggressive behavior. Respondents were asked to answer yes or no to each item in a 
self-report format. For each item, respondents were asked to indicate the number of 
times they had engaged in the behavior. Items assess a variety of sexually aggressive 
behaviors along a continuum that ranges from forced sexual touching to rape. The SES 
is the most frequently used of all similar measures assessing sexually aggressive 
behavior and has demonstrated high internal consistency with men (α = .89) and 
2-week test–retest reliability (r = .93; Koss & Gidycz, 1985). At the time of the pretest, 
participants were asked about their experiences with the 10 sexually coercive behav-
iors from the age of 14 until the time of the present study. During each of the two fol-
low-up sessions, participants were asked about their sexually aggressive experiences 
since the time of their last assessment. For the purposes of this study, men were clas-
sified into two categories: (a) sexual assault perpetrators and (b) nonperpetrators.

Hypergender ideology.  The Hypergender Ideology Scale—Short Form (HGIS; Ham-
burger, Hogben, McGowen, & Dawson, 1996) was used to assess the extent to which 
participants endorsed stereotypical gender roles. The scale contains 19 self-report 
items which are rated on a 6-point scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly 
agree; for example, A true man knows how to command others.). Overall scores were 
obtained by summing the scores for all of the items, with higher scores indicating 
more extreme endorsement of stereotypical gender roles. The short form of the HGIS 
has demonstrated good test–retest reliability over a 3-month period with college men 
(r = 76, p < .002; Loh, Gidycz, Lobo, & Luthra, 2001).

Attitudinal and behavioral norms related to sexual aggression.  The Sexual Social Norms 
Inventory (SSNI; Bruner, 2002) was used to assess participants’ report about their own 
sexual attitudes and behaviors, and their perceptions of their male peers’ sexual atti-
tudes and behaviors regarding sex, dating, and sexual aggression. The scale includes 
60 self-report items with four subscales derived from a factor analysis. The Bystander 
Intention subscale assessed the degree to which participants believed the average male 
student at their university would intervene when witnessing another man being emo-
tionally, physically, or sexually aggressive toward a woman (e.g., If I witnessed a rape, 
I would call the police.). The Comfort with Sexism subscale assessed the degree of 
comfort men feel when witnessing sexist comments and behavior directed toward 
women (e.g., I have a problem with men joking about scoring with women.). The Rape 
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Supportive Attitudes and Behaviors subscale assessed the extent to which men agree 
with attitudes or engage in actions that support sexually assaultive behaviors toward 
women (e.g., Being drunk is no excuse for forcing a women to have sex.). Finally, the 
Inappropriate Sexual Dating Behavior subscale assessed the extent to which men 
endorse or engage in coercive actions to obtain sex in a dating relationship (e.g., I 
encourage my date to drink so she will let me have sex with her.). Participants’ self-
reported Prosocial Bystander Intentions is the outcome variable that was used in the 
first three regression analyses predicting men’s intentions to engage in prosocial 
bystander behavior during a sexual assault situation. Participants completed this mea-
sure twice at each time point, once in reference to their own attitudes and behaviors 
and once in reference to their male peers’ attitudes and behaviors. Respondents rated 
each item on a 5-point scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Partici-
pants’ overall scores for each measure were obtained by summing their responses. 
Higher scores indicate greater endorsement of self and perceived other bystander 
behavior and discomfort with sexism, fewer rape supportive attitudes and behaviors, 
and less inappropriate sexual dating behavior.

The Boeringer Social Norms Measure (BSNM; Boeringer, Shehan, & Akers, 1991) 
was also used to assess various attitudes and perceived peer group norms related to 
sexual aggression. Four of the five subscales were utilized in the study: Differential 
Association, Modeling Sexual Behavior, Likelihood of Rape, and Differential Social 
Reinforcement. Men’s association with other men who have rape supportive attitudes 
and behaviors was measured with the Differential Association subscale (e.g., How 
many of your friends have gotten a woman drunk or high to have sex with her?); men’s 
perception of their peers’ approval of their own sexually aggressive behavior was mea-
sured with the Differential Social Reinforcement subscale; men’s modeling of sexu-
ally coercive behaviors based on their viewing of sexually aggressive pornographic 
materials was measured with the Modeling Sexual Behavior subscale; and men’s like-
lihood of engaging in sexually aggressive behavior was measured with the Likelihood 
of Rape subscale. Respondents rated each item on a 5-point scale. Responses for all 
subscales were summed and higher scores indicate greater endorsement of association 
with men who exhibit rape supportive attitudes and behaviors, greater perceived peer 
approval of sexually aggressive behavior, greater likelihood of modeling of sexually 
aggressive behavior that is viewed in pornographic materials, and perceived likelihood 
to commit sexual assault.

Willingness to engage in prosocial bystander behavior.  The Reactions to Offensive Lan-
guage and Behavior Scale (ROLBA) is a 26-item self-report scale, adapted from ques-
tions used by Berkowitz (2002), which measures men’s degree of discomfort with and 
willingness to confront the inappropriate behavior of other men, as well as their per-
ceptions of other men’s discomfort with and willingness to confront these behaviors. 
This scale yields four subscales; however, only the Self Prosocial Bystander Behavior 
subscale was used in the current analyses to measure self-reported prosocial bystander 
behavior at each time point. Participants’ self-reported Prosocial Bystander Behavior 
is the outcome variable that was used in the last three regression analyses predicting 
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men’s actual engagement in prosocial bystander behavior during a sexual assault situ-
ation. Several items assess willingness to confront behavior in other men on a 7-point 
scale from 1 (always) to 4 (sometimes) to 7 (never)—for example, When I hear a sexist 
comment, I indicate my displeasure; When I witness a situation in which it looks like a 
woman will end up being taken advantage of, I intervene (e.g., by asking if everything 
is okay, distracting him by starting a conversation, or asking the guy to leave her 
alone); and When I see a man hitting on a woman who appears to be extremely intoxi-
cated, I intervene (e.g., by asking if everything is okay, distracting him by starting a 
conversation, or asking the guy to leave her alone). Participants’ responses were 
summed, with higher scores indicating greater prosocial bystander behavior.

Procedure

Data were collected at baseline and 4- and 7-month follow-up sessions over the course 
of 1 academic year. Men in the control group of the program evaluation study (who 
comprise the current sample) received US$20 for completing questionnaires at each 
assessment session. Two cohorts of men participated in the study such that data were 
collected over 2 years. Study participants completed a baseline assessment at the 
beginning of the academic year, reporting on experiences of sexual aggression since 
the age of 14 and on relevant attitudes and behaviors. At the 4- and 7-month follow-up 
assessments, men again completed outcome assessments and reported on experiences 
of sexual aggression over each interim period.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

See Table 3 for all Time 1 correlations. Because the relationship between intentions to 
engage in prosocial bystander behavior and the actual act of engaging in prosocial 
bystander behavior were of particular interest in this study, these correlations merit 
consideration. The correlation between T1 intentions and T1 behavior was r = .26, p < 
.05, with a correlation of r = .13, p < .05, between T1 intentions and T2 behavior, and 
r = .20, p < .01, for T2 intentions and T3 behavior. The correlation between T1 behav-
ior and T2 intentions was r = .20, p < .01, and between T2 behavior and T3 intentions 
was r = .28, p < .001.

Overview of data analyses.  Six linear regressions were conducted both cross-sectionally 
and prospectively to determine predictors of men’s intentions to engage in prosocial 
bystander behavior as well as actual engagement in prosocial bystander behavior, with 
the same set of analyses used for both outcome variables. For the purposes of these 
analyses, variables describing personal attitudes and behaviors were called “self” vari-
ables. The outcome variables were men’s self-reported intentions to engage in proso-
cial bystander behavior and actual bystander behavior. Both were included in the 
models as predictors of the other, as directionality of cause could not be assumed 
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based on previous literature. The nine “self” variables used as predictors in the regres-
sions include the degree to which one associates with peers who commit sexually 
aggressive behaviors, personal likelihood of committing sexually aggressive behav-
iors, use of pornographic materials, personal comfort with sexism, degree of agree-
ment with rape supportive attitudes and behaviors, inappropriate sexual dating 
behaviors, level of hypergender ideology, alcohol use, and prior sexual aggression. 
Identical regressions were conducted for intended bystander behavior and actual 
bystander behavior. The six regression analyses (three regressions each for intentions 
and behaviors) include (a) cross-sectional analyses predicting the impact of personal 
or “self” attitudes, behaviors and perceptions on prosocial bystander behavior inten-
tions and behavior, and prospective regressions, including (b) T1 “self” variables to 
predict T2 prosocial bystander behavior intentions and behavior and (c) T2 “self” vari-
ables to predict T3 prosocial bystander behavior intentions and behavior. Bonferroni 
adjustment was used to control for family-wise error.

Next, for both the analyses of predictors of intentions to engage in prosocial 
bystander behavior and the predictors of engaging in prosocial bystander behavior, 
variables describing perceptions of peers’ attitudes and behaviors were called “other” 
variables. These five variables include one’s perceptions of peers’ intentions to act as 
a prosocial bystander, perceptions of peer approval of sexual aggression, perceptions 
of peers’ comfort with sexism, perceptions of peers’ rape supportive attitudes and 
behaviors, and perceptions of peers’ engagement in inappropriate sexual dating behav-
iors. Thus, the other six regressions (three regressions each for intentions and behav-
iors) include (a) cross-sectional analyses predicting the impact of perceived peer or 
“other” behaviors and attitudes on prosocial bystander behavior intentions and behav-
iors, and prospective regressions, including (b) T1 “other” variables to predict T2 pro-
social bystander behavior intentions and behaviors and (c) T2 “other” variables to 
predict T3 prosocial bystander behavior intentions and behaviors.

Following this step, significant variables at each time point (e.g., cross-sectional, 
T1-T2, and T2-T3) were combined to create six final regressions, including both “self” 
and “other” variables to predict prosocial bystander behavior and intentions. The sig-
nificant variables from these preliminary analyses are presented below with their 
regression weights along with the results from the final regression analyses.

Cross-sectional analyses of prosocial bystander behavior intentions with “self ” and “other” 
variables.  The final cross-sectional linear regression analysis of intentions to engage in 
prosocial bystander behavior at T1 included all significant “self” and “other” variables 
from the preliminary analyses. These significant variables included the “self” vari-
ables of personal prosocial bystander behavior at T1, β = .08, SE β = .03, t(253) = 2.89, 
p < .01, pr = .18; extent of association with sexually aggressive peers, β = −.06,  
SE β = .03, t(253) = −2.04, p < .05, pr = −.13; use of pornographic materials, β = −.03, 
SE β = .01, t(253) = −2.37, p < .05, pr = −.15; and personal nonrape supportive atti-
tudes and behaviors, β = .57, SE β = .07, t(253) = 8.50, p < .001, pr = .47. Significant 
“other” variables included perceived lack of support by others for committing sexually 
aggressive acts, β = .05, SE β = .01, t(265) = 4.07, p < .001, pr = .24; perceived peer 
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intentions to intervene in prosocial bystander situations, β = .49, SE β = .06, t(265) = 
8.24, p < .001, pr = .45; and perceptions of others’ discomfort with sexism, β = .12, SE 
β = .05, t(265) = 2.34, p < .05, pr =−.14. The final model with T1 “self” and “other” 
variables accounted for 47.4% of the variance in prosocial bystander behavior inten-
tions at T1, F(7, 259) = 35.216, p < .001. Significant relationships with prosocial 
bystander behavior intentions were found for one’s own prior prosocial bystander 
behavior, t(259) = 2.84, p < .01, pr = .17; personal nonrape supportive attitudes and 
behaviors, t(259) = 8.10, p < .001, pr = .45; and perceptions of peers’ intentions to 
intervene in prosocial bystander situations, t(259) = 8.47, p < .001, pr = .47. These 
relationships were such that individuals who endorsed greater prosocial bystander 
intentions at T1 were more likely to have engaged in prior prosocial bystander behav-
ior, held fewer rape supportive attitudes and beliefs, and perceived that peers were 
more likely to intervene as prosocial bystanders. Table 4 summarizes these results.

Prospective analyses of prosocial bystander behavior intentions at T2 with “self ” and “other” 
variables.  The final prospective linear regression analysis of prosocial bystander behavior 
intentions at T2 included all significant “self” and “other” variables found in the prelimi-
nary prospective T2 analyses. These variables included the “self” variables of prosocial 

Table 4.  Final Multiple Regression Analyses of Bystander Intentions With Both “Self” and 
“Other” Variables (n = 267).

β SE β

T1 Bystander Intentions R2 = .474, p < .001  
  Self Prosocial Bystander Behavior (ROLBA) .07** .02
  Self Differential Association (BSNM) −.04 .03
  Self Pornography Use (BSNM) −.01 .01
  Self Rape Supportive Attitudes and Behaviors (SSNI) .43*** .05
  Others’ Differential Social Reinforcement (BSNM) .01 .01
  Others’ Prosocial Bystander Behavior Intentions (SSNI) .38*** .05
  Others’ Discomfort With Sexism (SSNI) −.03 .04
T2 Bystander Intentions R2 = .148, p < .001  
  Self Prosocial Bystander Behavior (ROLBA) .06 .03
  Self Rape Supportive Attitudes/Behaviors (SSNI) .22** .06
  Others’ Differential Social Reinforcement (BSNM) .04** .02
  Others’ Prosocial Bystander Behavior Intentions (SSNI) .14* .06
T3 Bystander Intentions R2 = .213, p < .001  
  Self Prosocial Bystander Behavior (ROLBA) .12** .03
  Self Rape Supportive Attitudes and Behaviors (SSNI) .33*** .06
  Others’ Differential Social Reinforcement (BSNM) .02 .02
  Others’ Prosocial Bystander Behavior Intentions (SSNI) .19** .06

Note. ROLBA = Reactions to Offensive Language and Behavior Scale; BSNM = Boeringer Social Norms 
Measure; SSNI = Sexual Social Norms Inventory.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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bystander behavior at T1, β = .09, SE β = .03, t(230) = 2.65, p < .01, pr = .17, and personal 
nonrape supportive attitudes and behaviors at T1, β = .18, SE β = .08, t(230) = 2.44,  
p < .05, pr = .16. The “other” variables included perceived lack of reinforcement from 
others for committing sexually aggressive acts, β = .06, SE β = .02, t(240) = 4.00, p < .001, 
pr = .25, and perceptions of peers’ intentions to engage in prosocial bystander behavior,  
β = .14, SE β = .07, t(240) = 1.99, p < .05, pr = .13. The final model with T1 “self” and 
“other” variables accounted for 14.8% of the variance at T2, F(4, 241) = 11.61, p < .001. 
Significant predictors of prosocial bystander behavior intentions included T1 personal 
nonrape supportive attitudes and behaviors, t(241) = 3.33, p < .01, pr = .21; T1 perceptions 
of lack of peer reinforcement for committing sexually aggressive acts, t(241) = 2.72, p < 
.01, pr = .17; and perceptions of peers’ intentions to engage in prosocial bystander behav-
ior, t(241) = 2.49, p < .05, pr = .16. These relationships were such that individuals who 
endorsed fewer rape supportive attitudes and behaviors at T1, who perceived less rein-
forcement from peers for engaging in sexually aggressive acts at T1, and who perceived 
that peers were more likely to engage in prosocial bystander behaviors endorsed greater 
intentions to intervene as a prosocial bystander at T2. Table 4 summarizes these results.

Prospective analyses of prosocial bystander behavior intentions at T3 with “self ” and “other” 
variables.  The final prospective linear regression analysis of prosocial bystander 
behavior intentions at T3 included all significant T2 “self” and “other” variables found 
in the preliminary prospective T3 analyses. These variables included the significant 
“self” variables of having engaged in prosocial bystander behavior at T2, β = .07,  
SE β = .04, t(232) = 1.99, p < .05, pr = .13, and lack of rape supportive attitudes and 
behaviors at T2, β = .28, SE β = .08, t(232) = 3.40, p < .01, pr = .22. Significant “other” 
variables included perceived peers’ lack of reinforcement for committing sexually 
aggressive acts, β = .07, SE β = .02, t(240) = 4.39, p < .001, pr = .27, and perceptions 
of peers’ intentions to engage in prosocial bystander behavior, β = .19, SE β = .07, 
t(240) = 2.79, p < .01, pr = .18. The final model with T2 “self” and “other” variables 
accounted for 21.3% of the variance in prosocial bystander behavior intentions at T3, 
F(4, 241) = 17.58, p < .001. Significant predictors of prosocial bystander intentions at 
T3 included having engaged in prosocial bystander behavior at T2, t(241) = 3.73, p < 
.001, pr = .23; lack of personal rape supportive attitudes and behaviors, t(241) = 5.23, 
p < .001, pr = .32; and perceptions of peers’ intentions to engage in prosocial bystander 
behavior, t(241) = 3.29, p < .01, pr = .21. These relationships were such that individu-
als who engaged in greater prosocial bystander behavior, who endorsed fewer rape 
supportive attitudes and behaviors, and who perceived that peers were more likely to 
engage in prosocial bystander behavior at T2 endorsed greater intentions to engage in 
prosocial bystander behavior at T3. Table 4 summarizes these results.

Regression Analyses Predicting Actual Bystander Behavior

Cross-sectional analyses of prosocial bystander behavior with “self” and “other”  
variables.  The final cross-sectional linear regression analysis predicting prosocial 
bystander behavior at T1 included all significant “self” and “other” variables. These 
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significant variables obtained in the preliminary analyses included the “self” variables 
of personal intentions to engage in prosocial bystander behavior at T1 β = .40, SE β = 
.14, t(253) = 2.89, p < .01, pr = .18, and personal discomfort with sexism at T1, β = 
.55, SE β = .11 t(253) = 5.05, p < .001, pr = −.30. Significant “other” variables included 
perceived peers’ discomfort with sexism at T1, β = .30, SE β = .11, t(264) = 2.68, p < 
.01, pr = .16, and perceived lack of reinforcement from others for committing sexually 
aggressive acts, β = .07, SE β = .03, t(264) = 2.40, p < .05, pr = .15. The final model 
with T1 “self” and “other” variables accounted for 16.5% of the variance in prosocial 
bystander behavior at T1, F (4, 266) = 14.30, p < .001. Significant relationships with 
prosocial bystander behavior were found for personal intentions to engage in prosocial 
bystander behavior, t(266) = 3.06, p < .01, pr = .19, and personal discomfort with sex-
ism, t(266) = 4.66, p < .001, pr = .28. These relationships were such that individuals 
who were less comfortable with sexist remarks and behaviors at T1 and who had 
greater intentions to engage in prosocial bystander behavior at T1 were more likely to 
engage in prosocial bystander behavior at T1. Table 5 summarizes these results.

Prospective analyses of prosocial bystander behavior at T2 with “self ” and “other”  
variables.  The final prospective linear regression analysis of prosocial bystander behav-
ior at T2 included all significant “self” and “other” variables found in the preliminary 
prospective T2 analyses. These significant variables included the “self” variable of per-
sonal discomfort with sexism at T1, β = .62, SE β = .12, t(234) = 5.33, p < .001,  

Table 5.  Final Multiple Regression Analyses for Prosocial Bystander Behavior With Both 
“Self” and “Other” Variables (n = 271).

β SE β

T1 Bystander Behavior R2 = .165, p < .001  
  Self Prosocial Bystander Behavior Intentions (SSNI) .35** .11
  Self Discomfort With Sexism (SSNI) .53*** .11
  Others’ Discomfort With Sexism (SSNI) .08 .12
  Others’ Differential Social Reinforcement (BSNM) .03 .03
T1 Bystander Intervention R2 = .165. p < .001  
  Self Prosocial Bystander Behavior Intentions (SSNI) .35** .11
T2 Bystander Behavior R2 = .135, p < .001  
  Self Discomfort With Sexism (SSNI) .61*** .12
  Others’ Discomfort With Sexism (SSNI) −.07 .13
  Others’ Differential Social Reinforcement (BSNM) .03 .03
T3 Bystander Behavior R2 = .176, p < .001  
  Lack of Inappropriate Sexual Dating Behaviors (SSNI) .32* .13
  Self Discomfort With Sexism (SSNI) .48*** .12
  Others’ Discomfort With Sexism (SSNI) .10 .13
  Others’ Differential Social Reinforcement (BSNM) .04 .03

Note. SSNI = Sexual Social Norms Inventory; BSNM = Boeringer Social Norms Measure.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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pr = −.33, and significant “other” variables included perceived peers’ discomfort with 
sexism, β = .25, SE β = .12, t(243) = 2.06, p < .05, pr = .13; perceived peers’ lack of 
sexually aggressive dating behaviors, β = .29, SE β = .14, t(243) = 2.07, p < .05, pr = 
.13; and perceived lack of reinforcement from others for committing sexually aggres-
sive acts, β = .07, SE β = .03, t(243) = 2.34, p < .05, pr = .15. The final model with T1 
“self” and “other” variables accounted for 13.5% of the variance in prosocial bystander 
behavior at T2, F(4, 245) = 10.76, p < .001. Significant predictors of prosocial bystander 
behavior included T1 personal discomfort with sexism, t(245) = 4.89, p < .001, pr = .30, 
and T1 perceptions of peers lack of involvement in sexually aggressive dating behav-
iors, t(245) = 2.94, p < .01, pr = .18. These relationships were such that individuals who 
were less comfortable with sexist remarks and behaviors and who perceived that their 
peers engaged in fewer inappropriate sexual dating behaviors engaged in greater proso-
cial bystander behavior at T2. Table 5 summarizes these results.

Prospective analyses of prosocial bystander behavior at T3 with “self ” and “other” vari-
ables.  The final prospective linear regression analysis of prosocial bystander behavior 
at T3 included all significant T2 “self” and “other” variables found in the preliminary 
prospective T3 analyses. These significant variables included the “self” variables of 
personal discomfort with sexism at T2, β = .59, SE β = .10, t(233) = 5.86, p < .001,  
pr = .36, and personal lack of involvement in inappropriate sexual dating behaviors at 
T2, β = .54, SE β = .16, t(233) = 3.32, p < .01, pr = .21. Significant “other” variables 
included perceived peers’ discomfort with sexism, β = .25, SE β = .12, t(240) = 2.18, 
p < .05, pr = .14; perceived lack of reinforcement from others for committing sexually 
aggressive acts, β = .10, SE β = .03, t(240) = 3.12, p < .01, pr = .20; and perceptions of 
peers’ lack of rape supportive attitudes and behaviors, β = .44, SE β = .17, t(240) = 
2.57, p < .05, pr = .16. The final model with T2 “self” and “other” variables accounted 
for 17.6% of the variance in prosocial bystander behavior at T3, F(5, 238) = 11.40,  
p < .001. Significant predictors of prosocial bystander behavior at T3 included T2 
personal discomfort with sexism, t(238) = 4.02, p < .001, pr = .25, and personal lack 
of involvement in inappropriate sexual dating behaviors, t(238) = 2.45, p < .05,  
pr = .16. These relationships were such that individuals who were less comfortable 
with sexist remarks and behaviors and who engaged in fewer inappropriate sexual dat-
ing behaviors at T2 engaged in greater prosocial bystander behavior at T3. Table 5 
summarizes these results.

Discussion

The purpose of the current study was to prospectively examine college men’s percep-
tions of their peers’ and their own attitudes and behaviors toward sexual aggression as 
predictors of both (a) prosocial bystander behavior intentions and (b) actual prosocial 
bystander behavior performed. Interestingly, results from the present study indicate 
that actual prosocial bystander behavior is predicted by different variables than are 
intentions to engage in future prosocial bystander behavior. First, when examining 
men’s intentions to engage in prosocial bystander behavior, as predicted by social 
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norms theory and consistent with previous research (e.g., Brown & Messman-Moore, 
2010; Stein, 2007), both perceptions of peers’ attitudes and behaviors and men’s own 
attitudes and behaviors were consistently predictive. Specifically, when the impact of 
“self” and “other” variables was examined together, men’s own rape supportive atti-
tudes and behaviors and men’s perceptions of peers’ intentions to engage in bystander 
behavior were both consistently predictive of intentions to engage in future prosocial 
bystander behavior, and prior prosocial bystander behavior was related to future pro-
social bystander behavior at T1 and T3, thus confirming previous research on the role 
of self and perception variables in predicting bystander intentions.

In the case of actual bystander behavior, when both men’s own attitudes and behav-
iors and their perceptions of their peers’ attitudes and behaviors were included together 
in the present analyses, men’s own comfort with sexism was the only variable that 
consistently predicted men’s self-reported prosocial bystander behavior in both cross-
sectional and prospective analyses. Although comfort with sexism has been previously 
found to be positively related to prospective prosocial bystander behavior (Banyard, 
2008), prior literature has found men’s perceptions of their peers’ attitudes and behav-
iors to be a stronger predictor of willingness to engage in prosocial bystander behavior 
than men’s own attitudes and behaviors (e.g., Brown & Messman-Moore, 2010). One 
explanation for these discrepant findings may be that one’s own personal attitudes and 
beliefs are likely to be highly influenced by one’s peer group and vice versa. This 
explanation is supported by the correlations between men’s own attitudes and beliefs 
and men’s peers’ attitudes and beliefs found in this study (see Table 3). This is not to 
say that the attitudes and beliefs of men’s peer groups are not important, as the analy-
ses with only “other” variables also yielded significant predictors of men’s prosocial 
bystander behavior, but that this influence may operate indirectly with perceived 
norms influencing self variables which in turn impact future bystander behavior. This 
interpretation is consistent with literature reporting that men’s feelings about them-
selves are strongly influenced by how they perceive their peers (Berkowitz, 2011).

Thus, interestingly, in the present study, men’s perceptions of their peers’ attitudes 
and behaviors were more strongly predictive of men’s intentions to engage in future 
prosocial bystander behavior than their own past engagement in prosocial bystander 
behavior. Specifically, consistent with social norms theory (Berkowitz, 2010), men’s 
intentions to engage in prosocial bystander behavior seem to be a function of their 
perception of their peers’ willingness to engage in prosocial bystander behavior, but 
their actual bystander behavior is predicted most strongly by personal discomfort with 
sexism.

Findings from the current study indicate that perceptions of others’ behavior may 
contribute to bystander behavior, but do not consistently and directly relate to bystander 
behavior. This seems to contradict a basic tenet of social norms theory—that percep-
tions predict behavior. However, there are a few possible explanations for this discrep-
ancy. First, it may be that for bystander behavior, which requires intervening against 
others as opposed to changing one’s own actions, the “tipping point” for action is 
greater and that perceptions alone are not enough to influence acting against others.  
The relative influence of perceived norms on changing one’s own behavior versus 
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attempting to change the behavior of others is an important issue that needs to be exam-
ined further in future research. Second, it is possible that, consistent with the theory of 
planned behavior (Ajzen, 1985), in which the components of engaging in a target 
behavior are a function of intentions to engage in behavior, subjective norms, attitudes, 
and perceived behavioral control, it may be that subjective norms are the weakest pre-
dictor of the actual engagement in behavior (Armitage & Conner, 2001): Personal atti-
tudes may be more consistent or important predictors of behavior than subjective 
norms. If so, variables such as personal attitudes and perceived behavioral ability to 
intervene may be more important predictors than subjective norms alone when consid-
ered concurrently. Third, it is possible that social norms have not been studied ade-
quately in this or other prior research. For example, social norms research differentiates 
injunctive (i.e., attitudinal, “What I think my friends should do”) as opposed to behav-
ioral norms (“What I think my friends actually do”). Although the current study exam-
ined a combination of perceptions of others’ behavioral and attitudinal norms, it is 
possible that one type of norm may more strongly influence behavior. As such, measur-
ing injunctive and behavioral norms separately may be more beneficial.

Another notable finding within the prediction of men’s actual engagement in pro-
social bystander behavior is that men’s beliefs about their own or others’ sexual or 
dating behaviors seem to impact their engagement in intervention. More specifically, 
men’s perceptions of peer engagement in inappropriate sexual dating behavior at T1 
predicted lower prosocial bystander behavior among participants at T2. Likewise, 
higher endorsement of one’s own inappropriate sexual dating behaviors at T2 was 
predictive of lower engagement in prosocial bystander behavior at T3. Thus, men who 
perceive other men as engaging in inappropriate behaviors, or who engage in them 
personally (e.g., encouraging women to drink to obtain sex), have less motivation to 
intervene against these behaviors. As such, it may be that men who engage in inap-
propriate dating behaviors, or perceive that their peers do, do not believe that such 
behaviors are inappropriate and are consequently not worthy of intervention (Dardis, 
Kelley, Edwards, & Gidycz, 2011). As a result, men’s programs should focus on 
changing these attitudes such that one might view such behaviors as inappropriate and 
in turn increase the likelihood of intervention and decrease further perpetration of 
sexually aggressive behaviors. As applied to the five barriers to bystander intervention 
proposed by Burn (2009) and based on the five steps to bystander intervention 
explained by Latané and Darley (1968), male bystanders may not suffer from a failure 
to notice the potentially sexually assaultive events, but rather a failure to identify such 
situations as high risk/problematic or a failure to take responsibility for preventing 
such assaults. By changing attitudes, men may not suffer from such barriers.

This study was the first to prospectively examine both personal attitudes and behav-
iors and perceptions of peers’ attitudes and behaviors to predict both men’s intentions 
to engage in prosocial bystander behavior and their actual reported prosocial bystander 
behavior. However, some limitations apply. First, this study was limited in that we 
only assessed prosocial bystander behavior in college men, whereas both men and 
women can act as prosocial bystanders in sexually assaultive situations. In fact, 
Banyard (2008) found that college women reported more prosocial bystander behavior 
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than did their male peers. Although men’s own attitudes and behaviors were more 
strongly related to bystander behavior in the current study, it held true that men are 
influenced by their peers as well. As such, future research should attempt to address 
the potential moderating relationship of peer influence on bystander behavior through 
prospective design and modeling. In addition, as discussed above, men’s intentions to 
engage in prosocial bystander behavior were not predictive of actual behavior. Thus, it 
is likely that despite good intentions, situational variables may be a more salient pre-
dictor of men’s actual prosocial bystander behavior. As such, future research should 
examine social norms variables as well as situational variables (e.g., perceived behav-
ioral control, barriers to intervention) as predictors of prosocial bystander behavior of 
men and women. Furthermore, it is important for future research to include a measure 
of past victimization in the assessment of men’s own attitudes and behaviors as will-
ingness to engage in prosocial bystander behavior is likely related to one’s own history 
of victimization and/or exposure to assault (e.g., Banyard et al., 2004). In addition, 
there are some limitations in the present study due to the measure used to assess pro-
social bystander behavior. Another possible limitation within the present study is that 
the measure of bystander behavior used does not include any measure of whether 
participants actually had the opportunity to engage in such behavior. After careful 
review of existing sexual assault-specific bystander research, the authors found that 
the lack of opportunity is consistent across the extant literature in this area. Thus, 
future research should examine whether or not participants engaged in prosocial 
bystander behavior given that the opportunity to do so had presented itself as it is pos-
sible that the reason prior bystander behavior failed to predict prospective bystander 
behavior was due to a lack of opportunity to engage in such behavior over the prospec-
tive time frame. This study is limited by the fact that social norms variables were 
assessed using solely men’s perceptions of peers’ attitudes and behaviors. Although 
there is a large body of evidence to suggest that men’s perceptions of attitudes and 
behaviors of their peers affect men’s sexually aggressive behavior (e.g., Berkowitz, 
2005), few studies have compared men’s perceptions of peers’ attitudes and behaviors 
with peers’ reports of their own attitudes and behaviors. Thus, it may be important for 
future research to examine actual peer norms in addition to men’s perceptions of peer 
norms.

Findings from the current study have important implications for sexual assault preven-
tion programming. Sexual assault prevention programs with a specific focus on prosocial 
bystander intervention are important given that the majority of men are not perpetrators 
of sexual assault (Loh et al., 2005). Therefore, targeting men as prosocial bystanders in 
the fight against sexual assault may be a very meaningful and engaging form of preven-
tion of sexual assault. The results from the current study also highlight the need for further 
evaluation of men’s sexual assault prevention programming to determine the most effec-
tive components. Existing men’s prevention programming aims to address men’s misper-
ceptions of social norms related to sexually aggressive behaviors (e.g., Kilmartin, Smith, 
Green, Heinzen, Kuchler, & Kolar, 2008). Although the prevalence of such mispercep-
tions has been well documented in the empirical literature, the findings from the current 
study suggest that it is important for programmers to incorporate both (a) elements which 
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address misperceptions of social norms and (b) elements specific to personal attitudes 
and behaviors, as men’s own attitudes may in fact be more predictive of prosocial 
bystander behavior than are men’s perceptions of the attitudes and behaviors of their 
peers. In addition, as such programming continues to be developed and enhanced, sys-
tematic program evaluation will be integral to the implementation of successful pro-
gramming initiatives and the reduction of sexual assault.
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