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Immunity in Community: Clergy
Experience of Bystander Decision
Making in Clergy Workplace
Harassment

BRADLEY MORRISON
Faculty of Theology, Huron University College, London, ON, Canada

This study used directed content analysis to extend Darley and Latané’s
bystander decision making theory to the analysis of clergy workplace harass-
ment. Bystander decision making theory, which was developed from analysis
of bystander subjective experience in emergency incidents, was applied here
to the target’s subjective experience in non-emergency incidents. Interviews
with United Church of Canada ministry personnel (N=10) were coded
using bystander decision steps as pre-determined categories. Findings were
analysed to construct a model of clergy workplace harassment and a bystander
task list. Additional findings were discussed with reference to normative aban-
donment and theological reflection on the ecclesial and missiological conse-
quences of bystander immunity from communal responsibility.

KEYWORDS bystander decision making, clergy workplace harassment, norma-
tive abandonment, the United Church of Canada

Introduction

The research study was developed in response to a common theme identified in
clergy accounts of workplace harassment. The researcher’s informal observation
from personal correspondence and an online discussion group for ministry person-
nel is that clergy stories of workplace harassment often describe bystander involve-
ment in the incident. Specifically, clergy described the action and inaction of
bystander parishioners; moreover, clergy described personal pain and disappoint-
ment resulting from bystander inaction in addition to the consequences of perpetra-
tor harassment.
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This qualitative research study uses directed content analyses (Hsieh and
Shannon, 2005) to apply a model of bystander decision making (Darley and
Latané, 1970) to the textual analysis of clergy interviews describing bystander be-
haviour in workplace harassment. Directed content analysis (Hsieh and Shannon,
2005) is a qualitative research method used to validate or extend existing theory.
The bystander decision making model, which was developed from analysis of
bystander subjective experience in emergency incidents, is used in this study as a con-
structive framework for interpreting the subjective experience of clergy-targets
describing bystander behaviour in non-emergency incidents. The use of bystander
effect theory in research on non-emergency situations is discussed below under
research limitations.

The discussion of interview findings argues that Latané and Darley’s (1970)
research on bystander effect, which continues to guide research, resources, and
meta-analysis (Bell, 201 5; Fischer et al., 2011; Uale, 2010), is a constructive inter-
pretive framework for understanding the clergy experience of bystander behaviour
and patterns of congregational responses to problem behaviour. Specifically, Latané
and Darley’s bystander decision making process helps to frame the clergy-target’s
experience of bystander responses to clergy workplace harassment using the cat-
egories of bystander decision making: noticing an incident, interpreting harassment,
feeling a personal responsibility to act, considering forms of assistance, and deciding
specific action in response to clergy workplace harassment.

In addition to observations about bystander behaviour, participants described an
affective response to bystander action and inaction. The discussion section relates
the concept of normative abandonment (Walker, 2006a, 2006b) to participants’
expression of emotional pain in response to bystander inaction.

Review of literature

The study of clergy workplace harassment can focus on three participants: perpe-
trator, target, or bystander. The literature on clergy workplace harassment tends
towards the study of perpetrators and targets rather than bystanders (Boers,
1999; Conn, 2013; Crockett, 2012; Greenfield, 2009; Haugk, 1988; Maynard,
2010; Moreland and Grassi, 20125 Rediger, 1997; Shelley, 2013; Stevenson-
Moessner and Dell, 2013). Where the literature does raise the issue of bystander
behaviour in congregations, the discussion does not draw on Latané and
Darley’s or subsequent bystander effect research. Two studies relating the bystan-
der idea to church issues (social injustice and violence, declining youth partici-
pation) are not related to clergy workplace harassment (Martin, 2008; Vasko,
2015).

A review of case studies and clergy self-reports in popular books and a recent
documentary on clergy workplace harassment (Boers, 1999; Conn, 2013; Crockett,
2012; Greenfield, 2009; Haugk, 1988; Maynard, 2010; Moreland and Grassi,
20123 Rediger, 1997; Shelley, 2013; Stevenson-Moessner and Dell, 2013) suggests
a similar pattern; that is, bystander behaviour is narrated and described as adding
to clergy distress. However, these same books and documentary make no references
to bystander effect theory. Specifically, the popular literature on clergy workplace
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harassment does not reference research on bystander effect and decision making
(Darley and Latané, 1968, 1970; Fischer et al., 2011; Latané and Darley, 1968).

A broader search of the literature related to clergy workplace stress and forced ter-
mination (Barfoot et al., 2005; Fearon and Mikoski, 2013; Foss, 2002; Gale, 2014;
Grosch and Olsen, 2000; Hoge and Wenger, 2005; London and Wiseman, 2003;
Powell, 2003, 2008; Randall, 2013) found no references to bystander theory.

The review of the literature concludes that studies of clergy and congregations
lack reference to bystander theory when analysing clergy workplace harassment.
This qualitative research study will draw on Latané and Darley’s work, described
here briefly.

Bystander effect research explains why people fail to intervene to offer help in an
emergency. Researchers Latané and Darley (1968) found an inverse relationship
between the number of bystanders and the likelihood or the speed of intervention.
The more bystanders, the less likely or the more slowly someone would offer help
in an emergency. The individual bystander assumes that another bystander is
better situated or more competent to intervene. Darley and Latané (1968) called
this observation the diffusion of responsibility.

When an individual bystander sees that other bystanders are not intervening in an
apparent emergency, they remain uncertain that an emergency requires intervention.
Latané and Darley (1968) called this group inhibition. Whatever the reason for inac-
tion, bystanders remain in a state of indecision and emotional conflict over whether
or not to intervene (Darley and Latané, 1968: 382).

Darley and Latané found that bystander intervention depends on a series of
decisions which the bystander must make before acting. The intervention process
described by Darley and Latané has five steps (1970: 32): (1) notice an incident;
(2) interpret the incident as an emergency; (3) feel a personal responsibility to act;
(4) consider the form of assistance to offer; and (5) decide how to implement
action. Failing one of these steps, bystanders fail to progress beyond indecision
and inaction.

The bystander decision making process, modified to include non-emergency inci-
dents of clergy workplace harassment, provides a structure for understanding a par-
ishioner’s need for coaching and support when responding to clergy workplace
harassment. The modified decision making model also provides a structure for orga-
nizing more specific explanations and resources for bystander behaviour.

This study uses the term ‘clergy workplace harassment’ to describe what others
call bullying and the so-called clergy killer phenomenon. Rospenda and Richman
(2004) define workplace harassment as:

... any negative workplace interpersonal interaction that affects the terms, conditions, or
employment decisions related to an individual’s job, or creates an intimidating, hostile,
or offensive working environment, but is 7ot based on any legally protected character-
istic. (221-222)

The term workplace harassment, which is widely accepted in the social scientific lit-
erature (Rospenda et al., 2006) , is not used in the church literature’s discussion of
clergy and congregations as workplaces.
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Methodology

Directed content analysis (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005) is a qualitative research
method used to validate or extend existing theory. An existing theory, which for
this study is bystander decision making process (Darley and Latané, 1970), opera-
tionalizes the structure of textual analysis (Hashemnezhad, 201 5; Kyngas and Van-
hanen, 1999). The key concepts of an existing theory — which for this study are: (1)
notice an incident; (2) interpret the incident as an emergency; (3) feel a personal
responsibility to act; (4) consider the form of assistance to offer; and (5) decide
how to implement action — are applied to the textual data as pre-determined
coding categories (Potter and Levine-Donnerstein, 1999). For this study, the
second decision step was modified to ‘interpret the incident as harassment’ accord-
ing to the interviewee’s perception, which may include problematic behaviours that
do not conform to any formal or legal definitions of workplace harassment and may
include non-emergency incidents. Data not fitting the coding categories were ana-
lysed subsequently as findings that extend or challenge the existing theory.

Subjects

This study’s research questions focused on clergy experience of workplace harass-
ment with targeted questions about bystander behaviour. This small, qualitative
study interviewed ten participants who responded to an invitation posted in an
online discussion group for ministry personnel in The United Church of Canada.
Participants were age twenty-nine to sixty-one with an average age of forty-seven.
Seven (7) female and three (3) male participants ranged in paid accountable ministry
experience from 4 to 36 years with an average of 14.4 years. Eight (8) participants
were ordained (OM), one (1) diaconal (DM), and one (1) a student minister.

Procedure

Interviews were one hour long and conducted by telephone. The researcher tran-
scribed interviewee responses in real time using a word processing programme.
After collecting demographic information, the following questions related to work-
place harassment and bystander behaviour were asked:

e What is your experience of clergy workplace harassment?

How did others (lay leaders, parishioners, colleagues) intervene or not?

¢ In your opinion, what motivated the harassment?

In your opinion, what motivated the intervention (or lack thereof) by others?
How did this impact you emotionally?

What else did you notice or understand about the incident(s)?

Participants received the question list prior to the interview, and the accompany-
ing letter of information emphasized the study’s focus on workplace harassment
rather than bystander dynamics.

Coding for bystander decision making included differentiation of successful and
failed negotiation of each decision step. The interviewee’s perception of successful
and failed negotiation was accepted at face value. Data were coded for ‘notice an
incident’ if the bystander observed the incident and if the bystander failed to
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notice an incident in plain view. Data were coded for ‘interpret the incident as har-
assment’ if the bystander recognized or failed to recognize an incident to as problem
behaviour. Data were coded for ‘feel a personal responsibility to act’ if the bystander
expressed a feeling or sense of obligation to act in response to the incident, if the
bystander failed to respond despite holding a governance or judicatory role with a
responsibility to respond, and if the bystander expressed a greater felt responsibility
to act on behalf of the congregation’s well-being (avoiding conflict, preserving
revenue and membership) or out of loyalty to the perpetrator (spouse, family,
friend, community member). Data were coded for ‘consider the form of assistance
to offer’ if the bystander consulted or deliberated resources and options and if the
bystander overlooked a resource or dismissed the necessity or efficacy to consider
responses to the incident. Data were coded for ‘decide how to implement action’
when the bystander did and did not take specific action as described by the
interviewee.

Differentiating success and failure for ‘decide how to implement action’ was chal-
lenged by multiple understandings of what action constituted intervention. Analysis
found a continuum of bystander interventions from confronting the perpetrator and
naming inappropriate behaviour, to providing emotional and strategic support to
the target without confronting the perpetrator, to informing or complaining to the
target or a governance body of problem behaviour (in effect referring the incident
for someone else to intervene), to enabling the perpetrator by remaining passive
and taking no action in response to an incident, to becoming a confederate to the
perpetrator.

Research limitations

A series of objections arise when applying bystander effect theory to the clergy work-
place harassment problem. First, can bystander effect theory be extended to work-
place harassment? Lovgren (2007) used Latané and Darley’s bystander model to
analyse workplace harassment in general.

Second, can a theory developed to explain bystander decision making in emer-
gency situations be extended to non-emergency situations? Clergy workplace har-
assment is not usually an emergency situation. Uale (2010) applied bystander
decision making to teacher responses to school bullying, distinguishing emergency
from imminent danger, for example, in gossiping, peer harassment, homophobic
and racial slurs, mean gestures, social exclusion, taunting, and teasing. Bystander
decision making process offers explanatory power in non-emergency situations
(no imminent danger) where the situation’s ambiguity, nonetheless, leaves bystan-
ders in a state of indecision.

Third, can bystander theory apply to situations where no one witnessed the har-
assment? Diffusion of responsibility and group inhibition explanations do not seem
to apply here. Hoefnagels and Zwikker (2001) applied Latané and Darley’s decision
model to child abuse where bystanders noticed and/or interpreted the situation after
the fact or heard vague or clear disclosures by the child. Parishioners who are not
direct witnesses to clergy workplace harassment must still negotiate a decision
making process when they hear reports of problem behaviour. With harassment,
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parishioners become bystanders after the fact when approached by the minister with
a report of the incident. Or parishioners hear about the harassment through the
grape vine or even from the mouths of boasting perpetrators. One can be a bystander
after the fact, triggering a decision process for intervention.

Fourth, the bystander decision making model was derived from bystander subjec-
tive experience; however, this study uses interviews with clergy-targets. Can a study
of clergy experience of workplace harassment use target experience as evidence of a
bystander’s subjective experience? No, and this study does not attempt this. Rather,
this study takes the bystander decision making model as established theory and
applies it to clergy self-reports to analyse the target’s description of bystander
responses to harassment. Nonetheless, this study’s findings are limited by the
targets’ perceptions impacted by distress and extended times of interaction and
negotiation.

Findings

In the first cycle of data analysis, the pre-determined codes from bystander decision
making (Darley and Latané, 1970) were applied to the interview transcripts. In
addition to the pre-determined bystander decision codes, the first cycle of coding
identified expected categories: perpetrator, incident of harassment, target, bystander,
confederate, and target reaction (action, affective). Analysis of the incident category
found sub-categories of emergency (imminent danger) and non-emergency incidents,
and all but one incident fit the sub-category of non-emergency. Analysis of the inci-
dent category also found sub-categories of private and public incidents, representing
a visual-spatial dimension running through other categories. Analysis of the incident
category found sub-categories of pre-incident, during incident, and post-incident,
representing a temporal dimension running through other categories.

Analysis of the target reaction category found a sub-category of target reaction to
bystander inaction, which further analysis related to the concept of normative aban-
donment (Walker, 2006b). In response to the question, ‘How did this impact you
emotionally?’, seven of ten participants described their incident-related distress
with reference to bystanders (individually or organizationally) who failed to inter-
vene or offer support. These participants described physical illness, loss of sleep, dis-
illusionment, isolation, depression, fury, sadness, depression, worthlessness, and
vocational confusion. In all cases, the behaviour of bystanders was integral to the
story of harassment and essential for understanding the full extent of harm experi-
enced by the minister. Bystander behaviour was meaningful to participants insofar as
the intervention or lack of intervention reduced or increased their suffering.

In the second cycle, the analysis of the connections between categories led to the
construction of a model representing these relationships (Figure 1). Perpetrators
create incidents of harassment, which together create a target. Incidents create
bystanders, and perpetrators may create confederates who work with the perpetra-
tor to amplify or conceal the harassment. Bystanders may negotiate successfully the
decision steps leading to an intervention and becoming an ally; otherwise, bystander
response may fall along a continuum from supporting the target (emotional venti-
lation, consultation), to informing the target or others about perpetrator behaviour,
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FIGURE 1 Bystander to clergy workplace harassment.

to enabling the harassment through passivity (individually and governance inac-
tion), to becoming a post-incident confederate to the perpetrator or the governance
system amplifying the harassment by contributing to normative abandonment.

Participants described a range of behavioural and affective reactions to the perpe-
trator and harassment. However, this study’s focus on bystander behaviour analysed
the target’s assignment of cause or blame to the bystander for psychological and
emotional distress experienced by the target. The study found seven of ten partici-
pants ascribed some level of blame to passive or ineffective bystanders. This
finding supports the claims of normative abandonment theory (Walker, 2006b),
which is discussed below. Targets receiving bystander intervention or support
expressed gratitude and other positive expressions of appreciation; however, there
was difficulty representing these positive reactions in the model without implying
satisfaction with the negative impact of the perpetrator and harassment. The cat-
egory of ally represents the target’s positive perception of bystanders who offer
support and intervention. The normative abandonment category represents the
target’s negative perception of bystanders and confederates who offer no support.

The model with its categories and relationships was placed in matrices with the
pre-determined bystander decision making codes and sub-categories, which gener-
ated a table of all possible codes when applying this model to textual data related
to bystander decision making in clergy workplace harassment. The resulting
matrices, while offering a potential heuristic tool for tracking elements of a target
report of clergy workplace harassment, contained 1500 permutations and would
be impractical for congregational use.

In the third cycle of analysis, a simplified matrix was created for practical use with
bystanders. First, the textual data were analysed to identify tasks to be negotiated by
a bystander for successful intervention with an incident of clergy workplace harass-
ment. Then a table was developed (Table 1) by constructing ally behaviour from cor-
rectives to perceived negative bystander behaviour (see discussion below of
bystander noticing, bystander interpreting, bystander responsibility, bystander con-
sideration, and bystander action). The table organizes bystander decision tasks using
the temporal categories of pre-incident, during incident, and post-incident.

Discussion

Bystander noticing
The first bystander decision step is noticing an incident. Many of the clergy intervie-
wees reported that a parishioner noticed the problem behaviour. In other cases,
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TABLE 1

BYSTANDER DECISION STEP TASKS FOR ALLIES OF CLERGY-TARGETS OF CLERGY WORKPLACE
HARASSMENT

Bystander decision steps
for allies of clergy targets of workplace harassment

(1) Notice the incident.

Pre-incident: Beware of parishioners or congregations with history of problem behaviour; design reporting structures and processes
for proactive, regular check-in with clergy.

During incident: Observe clergy reactions to parishioners, noting discomfort, distress, fight, flight, or freezing.

Post-incident: Help others to notice by reporting incident to relevant goveming or judicatory officials.

(2) Interpret the incident as harassment.

Pre-incident: Create and review policies related to clergy workplace harassment; define workplace harassment and list
unacceptable behaviours typical to congregational context.

During incident: Ask target to describe interpretation of incident and listen for content meeting criteria for harassment.
Post-incident: Understand the target’s perception of why the incident is harassment.

(3) Feel a personal responsibility to act.

Pre-incident: Become aware of governance duties and identify spousal, familial, friendship relationships that create dual
relationship or split loyalty; identify congregational anxieties (financial, membership health) that may influence response to
clergy-parishioner conflict.

During incident: Become aware of your emotional response and sense of responsibility to act.

Post-incident: Access your personal empathy and compassion; consult with judicatory officers regarding your governance role and
responsibility to act.

(4) Consider the form of assistance to offer.

Pre-incident: Educate congregation about resources for intervention with problem behaviour.

During incident: Create space to consult privately with target; obtain permission to intervene in non-emergency situations.
Post-incident: Consult with judicatory resource people regarding resources and best practices; support the target’s needs for
emotional ventilation and response planning; connect target with resources.

(5) Decide how to implement action.

Pre-incident: Practise various interventions individually and as a governing body; create policies related to clergy workplace
harassment.

During incident: Respond in ways that de-escalate situation, create safety, and interrupt the target's exposure to the harassing
behaviour.

Post-incident: Coordinate with others to name to the perpetrator(s) what is problem behaviour and describe expected standards of
conduct.

parishioners were aware of the problem behaviour only because the minister
reported it. Apart from weekly worship and monthly committee meetings, clergy
work is often alone with individuals and out of public view. This congregational
reality facilitates clergy workplace harassment going unnoticed. In response to inci-
dents of harassment, clergy usually need to notify others, meaning the harassment is
noticed after the fact and second hand through clergy disclosure.

Bystander interpreting

The second bystander decision step is interpreting the incident as harassment. The
interpretive task can apply to emergency and non-emergency situations (that is,
no imminent danger of physical harm or threat to life). A meta-analysis of bystander
research by Fischer, et al. (2011: 533) found that bystanders more clearly perceive
dangerous emergencies as emergencies. Non-emergency situations can be difficult
to interpret. Interpretive ambiguity (Latané and Darley, 1968: 33) can complicate
this decision step. Bystanders to clergy workplace harassment have a unique
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interpretive ambiguity: bystanders consider clergy to be equipped adequately and
sufficiently to tolerate or to defend against parishioner hostility.

Clergy interviews suggested that parishioners often interpret harassment as pro-
blematic insofar as it threatens the well-being of the congregation. The congrega-
tion’s health and functioning, rather than the minister’s well-being, often provided
the bystander’s interpretive frame for measuring the need to respond to inappropri-
ate behaviour.

Bystander responsibility
The third bystander decision step is feeling a personal responsibility to act. Even when
a perpetrator’s actions are publicly noticed and clearly interpreted as inappropriate,
there is no guarantee the harassment will provoke a sense of responsibility in a bystan-
der parishioner. Social identity theory (Tajfel, 1974) differentiates in-group and out-
group belonging. A bystander shares sub-group identities with a perpetrator (both
are parishioners) but not with the clergy-target, who shares superordinate group iden-
tities (within the congregation or denomination) with the bystander. The interests of
sub-group identities may conflict with superordinate group obligations (Barentsen,
2011). The bystander may act out of sub-group loyalty instead of the less salient super-
ordinate identity shared with the clergy-target. For example, a bystander may share
both a congregational and workplace group identity with an influential business
leader who harasses their shared clergy. Shared bystander-target social identities can
inhibit the sense of responsibility to intervene in clergy workplace harassment.
Attribution theory (which makes a distinction between personal and situational
causes of behaviour) may explain why bystanders are more likely to intervene and
help people they judge to be innocent victims and less likely to help people they
judge to have invited the problem behaviour. From this perspective, a bystander par-
ishioner may not feel a personal responsibility to intervene in clergy workplace har-
assment because he or she attributes cause or blame to the clergy for the harassment.
Many of the clergy interviewed reported conversations with sympathetic parishi-
oners. While not acting to intervene, the bystander expression of sympathy affirmed
the target’s sense that someone should be responsible to act, for example, lay leaders
in positions of authority or the clergy themselves. When parishioners project their
felt responsibility to act onto the church’s governance structure, the resulting inter-
vention tends to address the well-being of the congregation first. The officials and
elders who are tasked with responsibility to respond tend to process that responsi-
bility in terms of their fiduciary responsibility to the organization.

Bystander consideration

The fourth bystander decision step is considering the form of assistance to offer. Par-
ishioners often overestimate a minister’s capacity for self-defence and underestimate
their own capacity for constructive intervention. Even when bystanders are motiv-
ated to help, they may not believe they possess the skills to intervene. If a parishioner
cannot imagine the form of assistance needed, then a parishioner is not likely to
attempt an intervention. Will a sympathetic parishioner know how to intervene in
an appropriate way? What is the likelihood of a constructive outcome that does
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not end in a congregational battle, split, or end of the pastoral relationship? Congre-
gational resources for clergy workplace harassment need to focus especially on
building capacity for this step of bystander making.

Participant interviews found that the form of assistance usually involved reporting
and/or referring the matter to the congregation’s governance structure. Again, this
processing of workplace harassment through governance bodies influenced the
form of assistance to serve the well-being of the organization rather than the
target of harassment.

Bystander action

The fifth bystander decision step is deciding how to implement action. Even when
the harassing behaviour is noticed and clearly understood by a bystander parishi-
oner to be inappropriate, and even when these parishioners feel a responsibility to
offer help and have the skills to intervene, nothing will happen apart from the
bystander’s decision to act. Bystanders need to decide that it is in their interest to
act, despite any potential costs.

From the clergy’s perspective, it is frustrating and demoralizing when parishioners
do not notice harassment, interpret it as a problem, or feel no responsibility to inter-
vene. And when parishioners do notice and feel responsible to help but do not know
how or decide not to intervene, ministers are left feeling isolated and uncertain about
the viability and even legitimacy of their vocation.

Most of the clergy interviewed had to request action from others in the congrega-
tion. Even then, most clergy paused before requesting this intervention, and some
clergy made no requests for help. These requests for help did not always result in
positive outcomes. Only one situation involved a parishioner initiating an interven-
tion. Incidentally, this parishioner was described as a professional who worked as an
advocate.

Many of the clergy interviewed described bystander action coming eventually
from congregational opinion leaders — respected elders. These are the people
who usually speak last at decision making meetings and everyone awaits their
opinion before finalizing a decision. These congregational and community leaders
tend to often frame their intervention in terms of the congregation’s or community’s
well-being. Sometimes this influential leader is aligned with the perpetrator of har-
assment, which can impact the minister negatively.

Confederates

Figure 1 models pathways to becoming a confederate to perpetrators. Clergy work-
place harassment reports often describe the recruitment of others by the perpetrator
into their cause. In addition to recruiting other parishioners as confederates to
engage in harassing behaviour, another subtler form of recruitment occurs. Perpetra-
tors will recruit fellow parishioners into the role of passive bystander. That is, perpe-
trators narrate their clergy conflict in a way that invites the listener to assume a
passive role. Perpetrators recruit and coach model bystanders; that is, perpetrators
influence bystanders to model non-intervention to other onlookers.
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These model bystanders influence not only individuals but also the congregation
at large. The congregation, understood as a complex but singular organism, can
assume the role of bystander — the silent majority. A passive bystander congrega-
tion leads to the isolation of the minister. When the organization or community
signals passive bystander behaviours, the minister readily interprets this as abandon-
ment and betrayal, compounding the experience of pain.

Normative abandonment
Figure 1 models target’s perception of normative abandonment. Gale’s (2014) study
of ecclesial hostility introduces a helpful discussion of normative abandonment and
moral repair into the analysis of bystander behaviour. Drawing on Margaret
Walker’s study of restorative justice, Gale identifies the moral injury suffered by
targets of abuse when bystanders leave abuse unacknowledged. Normative aban-
donment is behaviour that contravenes normative expectations, including the expec-
tation that bystanders will intervene when others break societal expectations.
Normative confirmation and enforcement is a core social expectation we have of
each other, including the bystander (Walker, 2006b). Walker argues that normative
abandonment is the antithesis of restoration, negating the significance of the wrong
and the victim.

An extended quote from Walker (2006b) offers valuable insight into what is at
stake when bystanders consider their decision to intervene in clergy workplace
harassment.

... to fail to confirm the victim’s sense of wrong is itself another wrong. It violates the
morally essential trust that there are recognised, shared rules by which we live and
which we can count on to protect and guide us. Normative abandonment is especially
painful, enraging, and humiliating, and can feel disastrous for victims. This explains a
common phenomenon in the testimonies of victims: they often experience as much or
more rage, resentment, indignation, or humiliation in response to the failure of other
people and institutions to come to their aid, acknowledge their injury, reaffirm stan-
dards, place blame appropriately on wrongdoers, and offer some forms of solace,
safety, and relief, as they experience toward the original wrongdoer. (20)

Future research into the ethical dimensions of bystander behaviour needs to consider
Walker’s approach to restorative justice and the theological anthropology it
supports.

Engaging bystanders
Table 1 seeks to overcome the sources of bystander inaction. Because clergy work-
place harassment is often private and unnoticed by others, targets will report the
incident to others and seek support. Because of the often blurred lines between
workplace and home for clergy, especially those living in manses, rectories and par-
sonages, workplace harassment may follow clergy from the church building to the
home, where there are no parishioner bystanders.

Sometimes harassment occurs behind the target’s back, so bystanders will report
the incident to the clergyperson. This exchange allows targets to assess if a bystander
noticed the incident directly and interpreted it as possible harassment. Participants
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would report the harassment to potentially sympathetic parishioners or colleagues
when they perceived that no one noticed the incident or failed to interpret it as har-
assment. Participants would themselves consult with parishioners or colleagues to
confirm their perception that their experience constituted harassment.

Conversations with potentially sympathetic parishioners and colleagues usually
stalled on the question of what form of assistance was possible. Even if parishioners
and colleagues expressed a felt sense of responsibility to intervene, they usually
concluded that there was nothing constructive they could do. If a sympathetic
bystander could identify a constructive intervention, for example, calling out the
behaviour in a church meeting, they were most likely to implement that plan.
The identification of an intervention plan seems tied to the likelihood of implement-
ing the intervention. The bystanders who did intervene constructively were
described as having training or experience outside the church in mediation, advo-
cacy, or similar skills. Many plans, however, amounted to advice for the minister
to take action.

Bystander response

Table 1 seeks to coach successful bystander action and ally responses. When asked
about possible bystander motivations, participants generally reported that the
bystander did not know how to respond, feeling powerless despite wanting to
help. Some participants knew exactly how they wanted bystanders to respond.
However, many participants, the clergy themselves, did not know if or how bystan-
ders could intervene constructively, apart from a general sense that someone
needed to stand up and at least say something. Clergy seemed to empathize some-
what with the bystander dilemma. In most cases, both participant and bystander
lacked specific resources for making constructive decisions to intervene with
perpetrators.

If bystanders did intervene, it was often delayed or inadequate to the need. Partici-
pant interviews describe the impact of delayed, inconsistent, or inadequate bystan-
der action. Moreover, clergy-targets could have benefited from an expression of
concern and early intervention that might have prompted the minister to involve
church authorities and/or police earlier. The lack of intervention or delayed interven-
tion contributed to the escalation of the situation, which had a negative impact on
the minister.

Gender

Many of the female clergy interviewees discussed gender. Research on gender and
emotional display in the workplace finds that women who express anger in the
workplace are accorded lower professional status, lower wages, and seen as less
competent than angry men and unemotional women unless they offer an external
attribution or reason for their anger (Brescoll and Uhlmann, 2008) . These gendered
social consequences reflect the experience of clergywomen in the congregational
context. Do these potential consequences also impact the bystander decision
making of women who witness clergy workplace harassment?
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Theological reflection

Congregations are communities of faith, and harassment’s targets, perpetrators,
confederates, and bystanders function within this shared community. In
addition to the harm that is caused to individual clergy as persons, harass-
ment harms community. Harassment harms a faith community’s mission and
ministry.

Community and immunity both describe a relationship to shared gifts and obli-
gations. The word community derives from the Latin com- together and munis
bound, under service, which derives from munus gift, service, duty (The Compact
Oxford English Dictionary, 1991). Community, then, can be described as the gath-
ering together of gifts and services towards a common purpose or good (Morrison,
2010). Within the same framework, immunity means to be exempt from the duties
and service due communal membership. Immunity is an exemption from sharing
one’s gifts towards the common purpose or good, and an exemption from steward-
ing the gifts of others in community.

When perpetrators of clergy workplace harassment are permitted to abuse clergy
unchallenged, they are granted immunity in a faith community. Moreover, when par-
ishioner bystanders exempt themselves from intervening in clergy workplace harass-
ment, they, too, are claiming immunity in a faith community.

Immunity in a pastoral community is an act of poor stewardship of gifts and
responsibilities towards God’s mission and vision for creation and humanity.
The bystander exemption of perpetrators from accountability and the bystander’s
self-exemption from intervention have missiological and ecclesiological impli-
cations. The gifts brought by the pastor to the congregation and its mission are
stewarded poorly when subjected to workplace harassment. The congregation
and its gifts are stewarded poorly when time and energy go primarily to organiz-
ational self-maintenance to deal with the aftermath of clergy workplace
harassment.

The application of bystander effect theory to clergy workplace harassment is an
attempt to bring into awareness the ecclesial and missiological implications of
clergy workplace harassment. More importantly, this study is an attempt to chal-
lenge any claims to immunity within the corporate body of Christ.

The most obvious claim is that perpetrators of clergy workplace harassment
should not be immune to the responsibilities of healthy communal life. Perpetrators
should not be immune from the consequences of their harmful behaviour. The less
obvious claim, but the one that is emphasized for this study, is that bystanders, too,
should not be immune to or exempt from communal responsibilities and conse-
quences. Just as the perpetrator has a responsibility to the community and the
potential target, so also the bystander needs to understand these responsibilities
to the congregation, clergy leadership, and shared mission — fundamentally to
God.

The author recommends future analysis of the so-called clergy killer literature;
specifically, a constructive critique of its focus on the character and evil status of
the perpetrator rather than helping bystanders to notice, interpret, and respond to
specific harassment behaviours.
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Conclusion

Bystander decision process is an evidence-based model of bystander subjective experi-
ence, and as such itis available as an interpretive frame for studying the clergy-target’s
experience of bystanders to workplace harassment. The application of bystander
effect theory to clergy workplace harassment allows access to resources developed
by researchers, institutions, business, and government. The question arises: What
can the church learn from bystander intervention programmes and resources that
promote prosocial behaviour? Can we adapt these resources to the parish context?
A simple review of online resources suggests they are relevant (Bell, 201 5; Ontario
Ministry of Labour, 2010; Province of Ontario, 201 5; Treasury Board of Canada Sec-
retariat, 2015). Workplace harassment research has produced definitions to describe
harassment in behavioural terms (Rospenda and Richman, 2004), which can reduce
interpretive ambiguity. This interpretive frame can be a protective factor for clergy —
a source for psychological resiliency, guarding against clergy-target self-doubt and
self-shame as secondary stress on top of the primary stress of the abuse by the abuser.

The application of bystander research to clergy workplace harassment can be
instructive for clergy who struggle to understand bystander behaviour. Understand-
ing bystander behaviour helps clergy-targets to understand that harassment is not
justified and, moreover, that bystanders will process observed harassment a
certain way. Coupled with a theological critique of communal immunity, the bystan-
der interpretive frame can serve as a protective factor for resiliency in faith commu-
nities responding to clergy workplace harassment.
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