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Counteracting deliberate ignorance
of academic bullying and
harassment
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Bullying and harassment are pervasive in academia, with many cases going
unreported. One possible factor may be deliberate ignorance among perpe-
trators and bystanders. A number of interventions counteracting deliberate
ignorance could contribute to thriving research environments.

Bullying and harassment remain significant problems in academia. Bullying—defined here as
unwanted offensive and malicious behavior that undermines, patronizes, intimidates, or
demeans the recipient or target1—may be direct (e.g., physical or verbal abuse) or indirect (e.g.,
setting unreasonable deadlines or withholding crucial information). Harassment is unwanted
conduct related to a relevant protected characteristic (e.g., age, disability, or gender) that results
in a hostile environment2. We focus on bullying and harassment within the educational and
work context of academia, where high-profile cases of scientists making the headlines appear to
be just the tip of the iceberg3: According to a 2019 synthesis of 70 empirical studies from 20
countries, on average, 25% of faculty self-identify as being bullied and 40–50% report having
witnessed bullying within the past year4. Women, junior researchers, and members of minority
groups are more likely to be bullied and harassed1. Moreover, many targets suffer persistent
abuse (up to half for 3 years or more; 10–20% for 5 years or more)4. Yet only a minority of
bullying and harassment cases are officially reported5, with many targets hesitating to report
mistreatment due to fear of retaliation or the belief that their concerns will go unheard6.

Deliberate ignorance—defined as the conscious choice not to seek or use information—is
known to serve important psychological and social functions, such as regulating emotions or
avoiding liability7. Building on our research on deliberate ignorance, we make the conceptual
argument that bystanders and perpetrators have distinct sets of psychological motives to remain
ignorant of academic bullying and harassment (Fig. 1). We define perpetrators as individuals
who have been established to have bullied or harassed others, most commonly in positions
senior to targets8. Bystanders witness bullying or harassment without taking part in it. While
many, though not all9, institutions have introduced policies on how to respond to academic
bullying and harassment, guidelines are not always properly enforced10. Furthermore, robust
evidence on the efficacy of interventions is often lacking. We propose four institutional responses
to better understand and counteract deliberate ignorance of academic bullying and harassment.

We acknowledge that targets of bullying and harassment may also engage in deliberate
ignorance (e.g., downplaying the bullying as a coping mechanism to protect their mental health).
Moreover, we recognize that academic bullying and harassment typically occur in public and
institutional settings, meaning that they have dimensions beyond the individuals involved. We
briefly touch upon institutional deliberate ignorance. Our focus here, however, is on under-
standing and addressing deliberate ignorance among perpetrators and bystanders.
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Understanding ignorance
The bystander effect has been demonstrated in many studies11:
The mere presence of bystanders in critical situations can reduce
an individual’s probability of helping. Classic explanations are
twofold. First, the more people are present, the lower the
experienced sense of personal responsibility. Responsibility dif-
fuses. Second, almost all group members can privately reject a
norm to help and, at the same time, believe that almost everyone
else accepts it. Ignorance can be pluralistic. Recent research
suggests that bystander ignorance may also be deliberate, with
people having various psychological motives for turning a blind
eye to misconduct. For example, consciously choosing not to seek
information—one form of deliberate ignorance—can be a way of
regulating one’s emotions and deflecting responsibility12. Delib-
erate ignorance can help to avoid distress and the anticipated guilt
for not getting involved. Consciously choosing not to act on
relevant information—a second form of deliberate ignorance—
may be used as a strategic device to eschew responsibility and to
avoid possible harm to oneself (see Fig. 1).

Psychological motives for deliberate ignorance can depend on the
bystander’s status relative to the perpetrator. Strategic motives may
be more pronounced in relationships with power asymmetries. For
example, junior scientists may anticipate being unfavorably treated
by a higher ranked perpetrator and remain deliberately ignorant to
protect themselves. Emotion regulation may be a more significant
motive when bystanders and perpetrators share a similar rank (e.g.,
a peer-to-peer relationship between two tenured professors). Wit-
nessing a peer’s unethical behavior can be distressing, and deliberate
ignorance can help bystanders to regulate their fear of confrontation
with a peer, their guilt for not helping a target, or both.

Perpetrators may choose to ignore the distressing and even
traumatizing effects of their behavior on targets in an attempt to
escape social or legal accountability12. In turn, this can preserve
their power and status in academic hierarchies and help them
maintain a positive self-image (see Fig. 1). We review policies that
address deliberate ignorance in both perpetrators and bystanders
and propose corresponding interventions intended to contribute
to more ethical environments for all participants in academia.

Counteracting ignorance
Institutionalize regular organizational screenings. Although
aggregate data on academic bullying and harassment are avail-
able, many institutions remain unaware—wittingly or unwittingly
—of the prevalence, causes, and consequences of bullying and
harassment within their own ranks. After being shaken by two
high-profile bullying allegations in 201813, Germany’s Max
Planck Society faced uncertainty about the scale of bullying and
harassment across its institutes. In 2019, the Society conducted a
staff survey on bullying and received more than 9000 responses
(38% of staff). Higher rates of bullying were reported by non-
scientific (12%) than scientific staff (8%), by women (12%) than
men (8%), and by older than younger employees (e.g., 13% for
ages 45–59 vs. 7% for ages 15–29)5. Since the survey, follow-up
screenings have been introduced to monitor progress and changes
in work culture. Other institutions, such as the University of
California1, have also engaged in comprehensive, large-scale
screenings to systematically understand bullying and harassment
behavior. The regular and direct seeking of such information
actively counteracts deliberate ignorance across institutional
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Fig. 1 Deliberate ignorance of academic bullying and harassment. Psychological motives for deliberate ignorance of academic bullying and harassment in
(a) bystanders and (b) perpetrators. Although perpetrators are depicted here as having a higher status than targets and bystanders (downward bullying),
other hierarchical configurations are possible. Less typically, perpetrators may have a similar or lower status than targets, and bystanders may have a
similar or higher status than perpetrators. Thus subordinates can also be perpetrators in cases of upward bullying8. These hierarchical dynamics are
expected to differentially affect the psychological motives for deliberate ignorance.
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ranks. Yet organizational screenings are only effective if institu-
tions also act on the knowledge generated to create sustained
change.

Establish independent and anonymous reporting channels.
Although many institutions have ombudspersons or conflict
management services in place, targets often hesitate to report
abuse due to concerns about potential retaliation6. Yet targets
should not be the only party reporting unethical behavior.
Institutions need to encourage all members of their community to
report observed misconduct and unethical practices. The
onboarding of new employees can be a good opportunity to
address ignorance by bystanders and inform staff about the
reporting channels available to them. Uptake of these channels
could be further encouraged by informing employees about the
prevalence of bullying and harassment in the organization, as well
as the psychological motives for not wanting to know. In parti-
cular, bystanders might be less likely to ignore bullying and
harassment if they are educated on the problem of bystander
ignorance and made aware of action pathways available to them.
Further, institutions can benefit from offering external and
independent reporting channels to prevent conflicts of interest.
Finally, given that institutions may themselves engage willfully in
ignorance to protect their reputation or maintain funding,
guidelines requiring reporting of established instances of mis-
conduct to third parties (e.g., funding agencies) may be beneficial.

Provide robust whistle-blower protection. One important psy-
chological motive for bystanders not approaching targets and
inquiring about their wellbeing is to avoid possible harm to
themselves. This motive may be particularly pronounced when a
perpetrator is more senior. Career progression in academia can
depend on a senior scientist’s support, particularly in close-knit
fields or disciplines. Whistle-blowers, therefore, need special
protection. Beyond legal protections and anonymous reporting
systems, a robust whistle-blower protection system includes anti-
retaliation policies, optional relocations and fall-back supervision
agreements. Further, protection from emotional and mental harm
can be supported through the institutional provision of free,
anonymous, and independent counseling services. Witnesses who
feel protected and have confidence that due process will be fol-
lowed may be more likely to report unethical practices. This
requires a firm stance at the institutional level, with clear and
robust consequences for perpetrators (e.g., official reprimands,
withdrawal of funding, or even dismissal) being established and
enforced.

Foster psychological safety by boosting individual compe-
tences. The information gathered on bullying and harassment can
be used to develop more effective interventions to foster psy-
chological safety (i.e., shared beliefs that concerns can be
expressed without fear of consequences). In particular, boosting
approaches—behavioral interventions that foster people’s com-
petences to make their own decisions—provide potential for
lasting behavioral change14. For example, active bystander
trainings can equip employees with the skills to effectively chal-
lenge unacceptable behaviors. As they learn about the psycholo-
gical motives for not seeking information, they may become more
likely to stand up to abuse. Perpetrators may be ignorant of the
impact of their behavior on others; evidence-based training
programs drawing on screening results and confirmed cases can
be designed to combat this deliberate ignorance. Research group
leaders can hone their abilities to lead teams in fair, respectful,
and ethically sound ways by discussing past harassment cases and
learning about self-control strategies. While such boosts may have

a direct short-term impact, we see their main potential in sup-
porting lasting change by equipping leaders with the necessary
skills to combat academic bullying and harassment and by
aligning values across generations, fostering a collective under-
standing and agreement on ethical principles that allow all par-
ticipants in the research environment to thrive.

Conclusion
Academic bullying and harassment can have devastating and
long-lasting effects on individuals and institutions—yet many
cases go unreported. Perpetrators and bystanders have distinct
psychological motives for turning a blind eye to misconduct,
which can be shaped by their relative positions in hierarchies. We
argue, based on conceptual grounds, that institutions need to
overcome deliberate ignorance by systematically generating
knowledge about the prevalence, causes, and consequences of
bullying and harassment and using the insights gained to develop
more effective and evidence-based interventions. Using this lens
to understand bullying and harassment, academic institutions
may be better prepared to manage and ideally prevent
misconduct.

Received: 6 October 2023; Accepted: 24 November 2023;

References
1. Rankin & Associates Consulting. University of California System: Campus

Climate Project Final Report. https://campusclimate.ucop.edu/_common/files/
pdf-climate/ucsystem-full-report.pdf (2014).

2. UK Government. Equality Act 2010 (c. 15). https://www.legislation.gov.uk/
ukpga/2010/15/section/26 (2010).

3. Täuber, S. & Mahmoudi, M. How bullying becomes a career tool. Nat. Hum.
Behav. 6, 475–475 (2022).

4. Keashly, L. Workplace bullying, mobbing and harassment in academe: faculty
experience. Special Topics and Particular Occupations, Professions and Sectors
(eds. D’Cruz, P., Noronha, E., Keashly, L. & Tye-Williams, S.) vol. 4 1–77
(Springer Singapore, 2019).

5. Schraudner, M., Striebing, C. & Hochfeld, K. Work culture and work
atmosphere in the Max Planck Society. https://www.mpg.de/14284109/mpg-
arbeitskultur-ergebnisbericht-englisch.pdf (2019).

6. Higher education network. Bullying survey. https://static.guim.co.uk/ni/
1418658232263/Bullying-survey.pdf (2014).

7. Deliberate Ignorance: Choosing Not to Know. (The MIT Press, 2020).
8. Mahmoudi, M. Prevent upwards bullying and abuse of reporting systems. Nat.

Hum. Behav. 7, 466–467 (2023).
9. Iyer, M. S., Choi, Y. & Hobgood, C. Presence and comprehensiveness of

antibullying policies for faculty at US medical schools. JAMA Netw. Open 5,
e2228673 (2022).

10. Else, H. Does science have a bullying problem? Nature 563, 616–618 (2018).
11. Fischer, P. et al. The bystander-effect: a meta-analytic review on bystander

intervention in dangerous and non-dangerous emergencies. Psychol. Bull. 137,
517–537 (2011).

12. Hertwig, R. & Engel, C. Homo ignorans: deliberately choosing not to know.
Perspect. Psychol. Sci. 11, 359–372 (2016).

13. Kupferschmidt, K. New case of alleged bullying rocks the Max Planck Society.
Science 361, 630–631 (2018).

14. Hertwig, R. & Grüne-Yanoff, T. Nudging and boosting: Steering or
empowering good decisions. Perspect. Psychol. Sci. 12, 973–986 (2017).

Acknowledgements
We thank Susannah Goss for editing the manuscript. This work was supported by the
Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) and the Max Planck Society. We
acknowledge financial support from the Max Planck Institute for Human Development.
The funders had no role in the preparation of the manuscript or the decision to publish.

Author contributions
K.O. developed the research idea and wrote a first draft of the Comment, which was
jointly revised by K.O., Z.R., and R.H.

COMMUNICATIONS PSYCHOLOGY | https://doi.org/10.1038/s44271-023-00044-7 COMMENT

COMMUNICATIONS PSYCHOLOGY |            (2023) 1:38 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s44271-023-00044-7 |www.nature.com/commspsychol 3

https://campusclimate.ucop.edu/_common/files/pdf-climate/ucsystem-full-report.pdf
https://campusclimate.ucop.edu/_common/files/pdf-climate/ucsystem-full-report.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/section/26
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/section/26
https://www.mpg.de/14284109/mpg-arbeitskultur-ergebnisbericht-englisch.pdf
https://www.mpg.de/14284109/mpg-arbeitskultur-ergebnisbericht-englisch.pdf
https://static.guim.co.uk/ni/1418658232263/Bullying-survey.pdf
https://static.guim.co.uk/ni/1418658232263/Bullying-survey.pdf
www.nature.com/commspsychol
www.nature.com/commspsychol


Funding
Open Access funding enabled and organized by Projekt DEAL.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Supplementary information The online version contains supplementary material
available at https://doi.org/10.1038/s44271-023-00044-7.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to Konstantin Offer.

Peer review information Communications Psychology thanks the anonymous reviewers
for their contribution to the peer review of this work. Primary Handling Editor: Marike
Schiffer. A peer review file is available.

Reprints and permission information is available at http://www.nature.com/reprints

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,

adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give
appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative
Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party
material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the
article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory
regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2023

COMMENT COMMUNICATIONS PSYCHOLOGY | https://doi.org/10.1038/s44271-023-00044-7

4 COMMUNICATIONS PSYCHOLOGY |            (2023) 1:38 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s44271-023-00044-7 |www.nature.com/commspsychol

https://doi.org/10.1038/s44271-023-00044-7
http://www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
www.nature.com/commspsychol

	Counteracting deliberate ignorance of academic bullying and harassment
	Understanding ignorance
	Counteracting ignorance
	Institutionalize regular organizational screenings
	Establish independent and anonymous reporting channels
	Provide robust whistle-blower protection
	Foster psychological safety by boosting individual competences

	Conclusion
	References
	Acknowledgements
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Competing interests
	Additional information




