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Introduction 

Jessica's heart raced as she approached the nurses' station. Would her charge nurse 

criticize her in front of everyone again? Would the experienced nurses roll their eyes at her 

questions? She dreaded coming to work. 

Sound familiar? You're not alone if workplace bullying makes you anxious about team 

interactions. 

 

 

 



 
 

The Reality of Healthcare Workplace Bullying 

Healthcare should be a place of healing and support. But too often, it becomes a breeding 

ground for bullying, incivility, and toxic behavior. 

Workplace bullying means repeated harmful actions toward another person. Incivility 

includes rude, disrespectful behavior. Toxic workplace culture happens when these 

behaviors become normal and accepted. 

Think of it like a garden where weeds are allowed to grow unchecked. Eventually, the 

weeds take over and choke out the healthy plants. That's what happens when bullying 

behavior isn't addressed. 

Why Healthcare Workplaces Become Toxic 

Several factors make healthcare environments prone to bullying: 

High-stress situations bring out the worst in people. When lives are on the line, tempers 

can flare quickly. 

Hierarchical structures create power imbalances. Some people use their position to 

intimidate others. 

Understaffing increases pressure on everyone. Stressed people often take their 

frustration out on colleagues. 

Poor leadership allows toxic behavior to continue. When managers don't address 

problems, they get worse. 

Common Types of Healthcare Workplace Bullying 

Bullying in healthcare takes many forms. Some are obvious, others are subtle but equally 

harmful. 
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Verbal Abuse and Public Humiliation 

Yelling, name-calling, and put-downs happen more often than they should. Some bullies 

use their experience or position to shame newer staff. 

Examples include: 

● Criticizing someone loudly in front of patients or families 

● Using sarcasm to make someone feel stupid 

● Calling someone incompetent or lazy 

● Making fun of someone's appearance or background 

Exclusion and Isolation 

Leaving people out is a common bullying tactic. This creates feelings of loneliness and 

inadequacy. 

Examples include: 

● Not inviting someone to important meetings 

● Excluding someone from social activities 

● Ignoring someone when they ask for help 

● Spreading rumors or gossip about someone 

Undermining and Sabotage 

Some bullies try to make others look bad by undermining their work or reputation. 

Examples include: 

● Withholding important information 

● Taking credit for someone else's work 

● Giving someone impossible tasks 

● Reporting minor mistakes to management 
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Micromanagement and Control 

Excessive control can be a form of bullying, especially when it's used to intimidate. 

Examples include: 

● Watching someone's every move 

● Questioning every decision they make 

● Requiring unnecessary documentation 

● Creating unrealistic deadlines 

The Impact on Healthcare Workers 

Workplace bullying doesn't just hurt feelings. It has serious consequences for your health, 

career, and patient care. 

Physical and Mental Health Effects 

Bullying creates chronic stress that affects your whole body. Your immune system 

weakens, and you're more likely to get sick. 

Common health effects include: 

● Headaches and muscle tension 

● Sleep problems and fatigue 

● Anxiety and depression 

● Digestive problems 

● High blood pressure 

Professional Consequences 

Bullying affects your work performance and career development. It's hard to do your 

best when you're constantly stressed. 
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Professional impacts include: 

● Decreased job satisfaction 

● Reduced confidence in your abilities 

● Difficulty concentrating at work 

● Increased sick days 

● Desire to leave nursing 

Patient Safety Concerns 

Bullying doesn't just hurt you - it hurts patients too. When healthcare teams don't work 

well together, patient care suffers. 

Patient safety risks include: 

● Communication breakdowns 

● Medication errors 

● Delayed treatment 

● Increased infections 

● Longer hospital stays 

Signs of a Toxic Workplace Culture 

Some warning signs indicate a toxic workplace culture. Recognizing these signs helps you 

understand what you're dealing with. 

High Turnover Rates 

When people leave jobs frequently, it's often because of toxic culture. Good employees 

don't leave good workplaces. 

Signs of high turnover: 

● Constant hiring and training of new staff 

● Experienced nurses leaving for other hospitals 

 
5 



 
 

● Managers who don't stay long 

● Difficulty filling open positions 

Poor Communication Patterns 

Toxic workplaces have poor communication that creates confusion and conflict. 

Signs of poor communication: 

● Information isn't shared openly 

● People talk behind others' backs 

● Meetings are unproductive or hostile 

● Feedback is always negative, never constructive 

Lack of Support for Staff 

Healthy workplaces support their employees. Toxic ones leave people to struggle alone. 

Signs of lack of support: 

● No mentorship programs for new staff 

● Managers who don't listen to concerns 

● No resources for professional development 

● Blame culture instead of learning culture 

Normalized Inappropriate Behavior 

In toxic workplaces, bad behavior becomes normal. People accept it as "just how things 

are." 

Signs of normalized toxicity: 

● "That's just how she is" attitudes 

● Bullying disguised as "tough love" 

● Hazing of new employees 

● Jokes that aren't actually funny 
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Strategies to Combat Workplace Bullying 

You have more power than you think to address bullying. Here are practical strategies that 

work. 

Document Everything 

Keep detailed records of all bullying incidents. This creates a paper trail you can use later. 

What to document: 

● Date and time of incident 

● Names of people involved 

● Witnesses present 

● Exact words or actions 

● How it affected you or patient care 

Set Clear Boundaries 

Bullies test boundaries to see what they can get away with. Clear boundaries stop this 

behavior. 

Examples of setting boundaries: 

● "I won't tolerate being spoken to that way" 

● "Please speak to me privately if you have concerns" 

● "I need you to stop interrupting me" 

● "That comment is inappropriate and unprofessional" 

Use the Chain of Command 

Report bullying through proper channels. Don't suffer in silence hoping things will get 

better. 
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Steps to take: 

1. Talk to your direct supervisor first 

2. If no action, go to their supervisor 

3. Contact HR if needed 

4. Use anonymous reporting systems if available 

Build Support Networks 

Connect with colleagues who share your values. Having allies makes you stronger and 

less vulnerable. 

Ways to build support: 

● Join professional nursing organizations 

● Participate in unit committees 

● Attend hospital social events 

● Find mentors who can guide you 

Practice Self-Care 

Protect your mental and physical health while dealing with workplace stress. 

Self-care strategies: 

● Regular exercise and healthy eating 

● Adequate sleep and rest 

● Stress management techniques 

● Professional counseling if needed 

Creating Positive Change 

You can help create a more positive workplace culture. Change starts with individual 

actions that inspire others. 
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Model Professional Behavior 

Be the example you want others to follow. Treat everyone with respect, even when they 

don't deserve it. 

Ways to model professionalism: 

● Speak respectfully to everyone 

● Offer help to struggling colleagues 

● Give constructive feedback kindly 

● Stand up for others when they're mistreated 

Speak Up Against Bullying 

Don't be a bystander when you witness bullying. Your voice matters and can make a 

difference. 

Ways to speak up: 

● "That's not okay to say" 

● "Let's focus on patient care" 

● "I think we need to be more respectful" 

● "Can we discuss this privately?" 

Support New Staff 

Help create a welcoming environment for new employees. Remember how it felt to be 

new and scared. 

Ways to support newcomers: 

● Offer genuine help and guidance 

● Include them in conversations 

● Share your knowledge generously 

● Defend them against unfair treatment 
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Advocate for Policy Changes 

Work with leadership to create policies that prevent bullying and promote respect. 

Policy suggestions: 

● Zero tolerance for bullying behavior 

● Anonymous reporting systems 

● Regular training on respectful workplace behavior 

● Clear consequences for violations 

When to Consider Leaving 

Sometimes, despite your best efforts, a workplace remains toxic. Knowing when to leave 

protects your health and career. 

Signs It's Time to Go 

Consider leaving if: 

● Your health is suffering significantly 

● Management won't address serious problems 

● The toxicity is getting worse, not better 

● You dread coming to work every day 

● Patient safety is compromised 

How to Leave Professionally 

If you decide to leave, do it the right way. This protects your reputation and references. 

Steps for professional departure: 

● Give appropriate notice 

● Complete all required training for replacement 

● Document your cases and procedures 

● Maintain professional relationships 
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● Don't burn bridges on your way out 

Building Resilience 

While working to change toxic cultures, build your own resilience to handle difficult 

situations. 

Develop Emotional Intelligence 

Understanding emotions - yours and others' - helps you navigate difficult relationships. 

Skills to develop: 

● Recognizing your emotional triggers 

● Managing your responses to stress 

● Reading other people's emotional states 

● Communicating effectively under pressure 

Practice Stress Management 

Regular stress management helps you stay calm during difficult interactions. 

Effective techniques: 

● Deep breathing exercises 

● Progressive muscle relaxation 

● Mindfulness meditation 

● Physical exercise 

● Creative hobbies 

Build Confidence 

Confident people are less likely to be bullied. Work on building your professional 

confidence. 
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Ways to build confidence: 

● Pursue additional training and certifications 

● Practice assertive communication 

● Celebrate your accomplishments 

● Ask for feedback and act on it 

The Role of Leadership 

Strong leadership is crucial for preventing and addressing workplace bullying. Good leaders 

create psychologically safe environments. 

What Good Leaders Do 

Effective leaders: 

● Set clear expectations for behavior 

● Address problems quickly and fairly 

● Support all staff members equally 

● Model respectful behavior themselves 

● Create systems for reporting concerns 

What You Can Expect 

You have the right to expect: 

● Respectful treatment from all colleagues 

● Support from management 

● Fair investigation of complaints 

● Protection from retaliation 

● A safe work environment 
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How to Work with Leadership 

When approaching leadership about bullying: 

● Present facts, not emotions 

● Suggest specific solutions 

● Focus on patient care impacts 

● Be prepared with documentation 

● Follow up on commitments 

Creating Psychological Safety 

Psychological safety means feeling safe to speak up, ask questions, and admit mistakes 

without fear of punishment. 

Elements of Psychological Safety 

Psychologically safe workplaces have: 

● Open communication 

● Learning from mistakes 

● Diverse perspectives valued 

● Trust between team members 

● Support for taking appropriate risks 

Building Psychological Safety 

You can help create psychological safety by: 

● Admitting your own mistakes 

● Asking questions without shame 

● Listening to different viewpoints 

● Supporting others who speak up 

● Focusing on learning, not blame 
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Your Action Plan for Change 

Ready to address workplace bullying? Here's your step-by-step plan: 

This week: 

● Start documenting any bullying incidents 

● Identify one ally you can trust 

● Practice setting one small boundary 

This month: 

● Report serious incidents to management 

● Join a professional organization or committee 

● Implement regular self-care practices 

This quarter: 

● Advocate for policy changes in your workplace 

● Mentor a new staff member 

● Evaluate whether your workplace is improving 

Moving Forward with Confidence 

Workplace bullying in healthcare is a serious problem, but it's not insurmountable. With the 

right strategies and support, you can create positive change. 

Remember Jessica from the beginning? She started documenting incidents and building 

relationships with supportive colleagues. She spoke up when she witnessed bullying and 

reported serious problems to management. 

Six months later, her unit had new policies against bullying, better training for staff, and a 

more supportive culture. It didn't happen overnight, but it happened because people like 

Jessica refused to accept toxic behavior. 
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You can create similar changes. Start by protecting yourself and building your support 

network. Then work with others to create the respectful workplace you deserve. 

Your well-being matters. You didn't become a healthcare worker to be bullied or 

mistreated. You deserve to work in an environment where you can focus on patient care 

without fear of harassment. 

Patient care depends on healthy teams. When healthcare workers feel safe and 

supported, they provide better care. Your efforts to stop bullying help patients too. 

Change is possible. Many healthcare organizations have successfully transformed toxic 

cultures into supportive ones. With persistence and the right approach, your workplace can 

too. 

Don't let bullies drive you away from the profession you love. Stand up for yourself and 

others. Create the change you want to see. 

Your voice matters. Your well-being matters. Your patients need you at your best. 

#StopWorkplaceBullying #HealthcareCivility #NurseAdvocacy 
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