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ABSTRACT

Chapter 6 provides nurses, nurse leaders, and organizations interventions to understand, confront, and 
eliminate bullying and incivility from the workplace. Emotional intelligence (EI) and cognitive rehearsal 
are techniques when taught to nurses via in-services provided by organizations, can build awareness 
of verbal and nonverbal cues used in their communication as well as those of others. By understanding 
how we communicate and respond to others and vice versa, insight to what are appropriate and inap-
propriate responses can hold nurses accountable to how they treat one another. The neuroscience of 
oxytocin release at a biochemical level supports the benefits of organizations investing in the mental and 
physical health of their employees by empowering them to grow individually and as a collaborative team.

INTRODUCTION

Nurses affected by bullying in the workplace may ask themselves why they were targeted by the bully or 
bullies. This is a normal reaction. It is important for nurses to insightfully explore patterns of bullying 
sustained at more than one facility, and if this has been a repetitive issue for them during their career. 
Meeting with a counselor or therapist to discuss experienced patterns of bullying, can be beneficial to 
the victim. Blaming one’s self for the negative behaviors of others, is not warranted and unproductive. 
Instead explore ways of self-improvement and self-protection, so that bullying will be recognized and 
not tolerated in the future.

Asking Why You

Mental anguish over why one is being bullied will not end the bullying, nor help the nurse’s immediate 
need for self-validation. If you are a nurse that is currently experiencing bullying, because of the risks 
for the development of health problems and depression and anxiety, it is imperative that help be sought 
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immediately. The maintenance of one’s mental and physical health should be the priority of the affected 
nurse. Additionally, affected nurses must ensure that the bullying is not compromising their own happi-
ness within their personal life at home or with family and friends.

Never Isolate

When being bullied in the workplace, the tendency can be to isolate. Nurses working in toxic work envi-
ronments may use silence and isolation as a means to self-protect. However, over time, this can impact 
them negatively within professional environments where collegiality and team work is emphasized. 
Ironically, as nurses attempt to use isolation to protect themselves, their work performance evaluations 
may identify their isolation as being suggestive of lack of communication and not being a team player.

Isolation for a brief period of time to gather one’s thoughts and to regroup when a decline in work 
productivity secondary to workplace incivility has been identified, can be helpful. However, sustained 
patterns of isolation should be avoided. Nurses can self-protect in toxic work environments by disen-
gaging from incivility during staff meetings and collaborations with negative peers. Nurses however, 
must maintain a physical presence and acknowledge their peers in a professional manner. Remember, 
while self- protection is paramount, the work of a nurse is what your health care facility or academic 
institution has hired you to do.

Organizational Strength

Health care organizations can help nurses experiencing bullying and incivility within the workplace by 
recognizing symptoms associated with dysfunctional microsystems (clinical units). Microsystems that 
have patterns of nurse turnover and reports from unions and Human Resources (HR) Departments of 
complaints of uncivil conduct; can be investigated monthly by administration. By holding managers and 
directors accountable monthly for reporting nurses resigning from their positions and reports to unions 
and HR, of unprofessional behaviors on the clinical unit, administration communicates a zero tolerance 
for workplace incivility.

Emotional Intelligence

Emotional intelligence (EI) is the ability of a person to recognize the emotions of others as well as their 
own. Nurses applying EI in their daily nursing practice, can differentiate between the emotional expres-
sions of others in their work environment, and have insight into appropriate and inappropriate responses 
to others emotions. With this insight, nurses that are taught to apply EI in the workplace, can use it to 
guide their behavior and thinking in coping with incivility and bullying.

Nurses can effectively use EI to intervene and cope with incivility and bullying (Littlejohn, 2012; 
Salovey & Mayer, 1990; Meires, 2018) to protect themselves and other nurses in the workplace. Gole-
man (1997) views people as having two dimensions in the mind, the feeling mind and the thinking 
mind. Therefore, when nurses are taught to use their intellectual and rational thinking to understand why 
perpetrators react and respond, EI can be effective in nurses’ decision as to how they will or will not 
respond to co-workers bullying and incivility behaviors and actions. EI can be used to regulate moods, 
control anger, and bring rational thinking to situations of uncivil conduct by nurses, so that perpetrators 
can be readily disempowered.
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