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Transformational 
Leadership: Being an 

Upstander Part 1 
This Activity Focuses On 

● Teamwork 
● Leadership 
● Communication skills 
● Peer pressure 

Setting the Stage 

This activity focused on youth 
leadership development explores how 
to facilitate positive outcomes in difficult 
situations. In the Science of the 
Positive (SOTP), this activity falls under 
the domain of Action, since an 
Upstander is someone who speaks or 
acts in support of an individual or 
cause, particularly someone who 
intervenes on behalf of a person being 
attacked or bullied. Engaging youth in 
this activity will help build them into 
Transformational Leaders who 
normalize Upstander behavior. 

This activity relates to Core Principle #2 — Be Present. 

Being Present allows us to exist in the only reality there is — the Now. By focusing our 
attention on the Now, we can work with what is, not what was or what might be. This 
creates a readiness for transformation to occur. Directing attention to the Present is 
important because the Present is where all the answers to life’s mysteries are 
immediately accessible. 
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We are often tempted to create an illusion of certainty and control over the unknown by 
focusing on the past or the future, but life’s conditions are always moving and changing. 
Only in the Present can we access truth and the Positive.  

Duration 

30 minutes 

Goals  

Participants will: 

● Discuss the difference between Bystander and Upstander 
● Explore reasons leadership matters 
● Share why being an Upstander is important 
● Be prepared for Upstander Training Part 2 

Materials 

● Pens 
● Notecards 

Getting Ready 

● Display Cycle of Transformation poster where participants can see it. 
● Provide desks or clipboards for the group to write on.  
● Lead the discussion with your version of the bold text below.  

Activity 

First, it’s important to have a discussion about the difference between a Bystander and 
an Upstander: 

What does it mean to be a Bystander?  

Elicit responses and facilitate discussion. Then share the dictionary definition: 

A Bystander is a person who is present at an event or incident but does not 
take part. 
 
So, we know what a Bystander is. What does it mean to be an Upstander? 

Elicit responses and facilitate discussion. Then share the dictionary definition: 
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An Upstander is a person who speaks or acts in support of an individual or 
cause, particularly someone who intervenes on behalf of a person being 
attacked, bullied or pressured. 
 
Have you ever been in a difficult situation where you’ve thought to 
yourself, “I should say something” or “I should really do something”? 
Maybe you saw someone being bullied or treated badly. Maybe you saw 
someone being pressured into something they didn’t want to do. You can 
feel in your gut that something is not right and you know you should do 
something to help.  
 
But it’s hard isn’t it? It can be challenging to be an Upstander — especially 
if you’re in a big group. That’s what we’re going to really focus on today: 
how to be an Upstander. 

Next, pass out pens and notecards to each participant. Pose the question:  

What does “See Something, Say Something” mean to you? Take a moment 
to think deeply about this question. When you are ready, write your 
response on your notecard. Please do not write your name on the card. 
We’ll collect them in a moment.  

Example responses: “I can be the one to save a life,” or “Stand up for what is right,” 
or “Being a leader means doing the right thing even when it is hard.”  

After everyone has had time to write on their notecards, collect them. One by one 
read back each of the responses to the whole group. Make sure to read slowly and 
pause between each card to allow the participants a chance to consider each 
response. 

NOTE: This exercise can be most effective if two or three different people read back 
the responses to the whole group. 

Talk About It 

When all the responses have been read back to the whole group, transition into a group 
discussion, seated in a circle if possible. 

What are the differences between Bystanders and Upstanders? 
 
Think of a time when you were a Bystander. What did it feel like? Were 
there other Bystanders there too? What made you feel like you could not 
be an Upstander in that moment? 
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Think of a time when you or someone you know was an Upstander. What 
did it feel like? Did you face any backlash? Did any of the Bystanders 
present say something to you or make you feel a certain way? 
 
Do you feel like you have any new tools for dealing with tough situations?  

The Big Next 

Ask the youth to try and notice when they see something that their gut “tells” them to do 
something about. They should also try to notice examples of Upstanders and 
Bystanders — these examples will be helpful for Part 2 of the upstander activity.  
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