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Eradicating Bullying & 
Incivility Pocket Guide
Imagine a world where employees worked well as a 
team, supported each other, and always communicated 
with respect. Where any incidents of bullying & incivility 
were rejected and professionalism was embraced.

Imagine being a leader in this world.

This pocket guide will show you a 5-step process to 
create a healthy workforce by eradicating bullying & 
incivility. Keep it close to you and review it frequently.

A healthy workforce IS possible!

For more resources, visit www.HealthyWorkforceInstitute.com
To contact Renee directly, please email her at 

renee@rtconnections.com

Renee Thompson
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BEFORE WE GET STARTED...
Before we tackle the process to eradicating bullying and 
incivility, we have to take a step back and discuss a few 
bullying basics. Understanding these basics will serve as a 
foundation for you to cultivate a healthy workforce culture.

Bullying is a behavior, not a person. 

 
Bullying and incivility undermine patient safety, 
patient quality, patient satisfaction, and team 
communication.  

Addressing bullying behavior starts with leadership.  

Addressing bullying behavior is a skill that leaders 
can learn.

Eliminating bullying behavior relies on organizational 
commitment, ongoing education and training, and 
employee involvement. 
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GET CLEAR ON BULLYING1
ST

EP
How do you know if you’re employee is a bully, or 
perhaps a drama queen, a jerk, or maybe your 
employee is just having a bad day. Not all 
disruptive behaviors are bullying and as leaders, 
it’s important to know the difference.
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For a behavior to be considered bullying there must be a 
target (can be one person or small group); the behavior has 
to be harmful in some way (look for any harm to patients); 
and it has to be repeated over time (not one occurrence). 
Incivility Defined
Incivility is different than bullying. While the behaviors can 
be similar, they tend to be lower level. Incivility shows up 
as gossip, mocking, eye rolling; helping the nurses you like 
but not the ones you don’t like. Incivility reflects culture.
What is NOT Bullying or Incivility
Conflict; having a different opinion; the boss holding his 
or her employees accountable for their performance, and 
constructive criticisms are NOT considered bullying. When 
an employee claims they’re being bullied, determine if that is 
true using these definitions. 

Assess behaviors for true bullying 
Create a checklist that includes the definition of bullying 
along with the 3 criteria (target, harmful, repeated). When 
employees claim they’re being bullied, use the checklist 
to determine if they are indeed in a bullying situation or if 
it’s something else (incivility, conflict, etc.)



RECOGNIZE DISRUPTIVE 
BEHAVIORS2

Now that you’ve learned the basics and are clear 
on what bullying is and what it is not, the next 
step is to understand how bullying shows up in 
the workplace. By fully understanding what 
BEHAVIORS can be considered bullying, it will be 
easier for you to address them with your employees.
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Overt behaviors are easy to identify and can be clearly 
observed by others. Common overt behaviors include 
public criticism; yelling, cursing, threats or intimidation, 
and physical violence.
Covert Behaviors
Covert behaviors are subtle and not as easy to recognize. 
What makes covert bullying even harder to address is that 
the behaviors are easy for the person to deny or justify. 
Common covert behaviors include withholding information, 
sabotage, exclusion, or unfair workload.
Impact to Patients or Employees
It’s important to determine if a behavior impacts the work 
or is a personal attack on the employee. Impact to the 
work involves anything that affects patient care such as 
withholding information, unfair assignments, sabotage, 
etc. Impact to the employee involves behaviors such as 
spreading false rumors, undermining someone’s authority, 
gossip, and mocking.

Pay attention 
If you aren’t aware of these common disruptive behaviors, start 
paying attention. Pay attention to the body language of your 
nurses and look for any indication of condescending, belittling, 
or intimidating behaviors. Review assignments and always be 
assessing for any behaviors that may impact patients.
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SET BEHAVIORAL EXPECTATIONS3
Leaders do a great job setting performance 
expectations but don’t do as well setting 
behavioral expectations. To create and sustain 
a healthy workforce culture, it’s important to 
tell employees how they are expected to behave 
“in this space.” 
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Review your organization’s expectations for employees. 
The worst thing you can do is to create your own 
expectations that are misaligned with your organizations. 
You want to incorporate the same or similar language in 
your department’s expectations.
Set Expectations
Invite your employees to co-create a set of unit-based 
department norms with regards to the way employees treat 
and communicate with each other.  “This is how we ALWAYS 
treat each other. This is how we NEVER treat each other.”
Communicate Consequences
Talk with your employees about the consequences of not 
meeting expectations with regards to behavior. State clearly 
what will happen if an employee fails to comply (disciplinary 
process up to termination). Be very clear that although you 
are willing to coach and work with them, you are also willing 
to terminate this person if he/she doesn’t change behavior.  

Create department norms
Once your employees create their department norms, 
post them in a central place. Communicate these 
expectations every chance you can. Weave them into 
every staff meeting, huddle, performance review, one-
on-one with employees – everything.
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CONFRONT BEHAVIORS4
One of the reasons bullying continues is 
because we use silence as a strategy. It’s 
because we avoid confrontation. However, 
confronting disruptive behavior can be simple 
when you know the techniques.
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Naming the behavior relies on you to identify the behavior 
objectively and then name it. “You are huffing and puffing; 
yelling in the hallway where patients and families can hear 
you.” Identify the behavior that you want to stop and then 
“name it”.
Speak It
“Speak it” utilizes the assertive communication style. This 
style involves communicating with each other in an honest 
and respectful manner that helps achieve common goals. 
All members of the healthcare team need to develop an 
assertive speaking style.
Script It
The secret to addressing someone’s disruptive behavior is 
to prepare ahead of time so that in the moment or during 
a counseling session, you can deliver your response with 
grace and walk away knowing that you handled the situation 
professionally as a leader. 

Be comfortable being uncomfortable
It may feel super uncomfortable to confront your employees 
about their behaviors, especially if you’ve never done that 
before. Just know that it’s okay to be uncomfortable, have 
the conversation anyway.
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HOLD EMPLOYEES ACCOUNTABLE5
Once you’ve set behavioral expectations, it’s 
easier to hold your employees accountable. The 
key is to have a process for handling disruptive 
behaviors and involve your support team early.
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Meet regularly with your HR business partner and discuss 
your intent to hold your employees accountable for 
professional behavior. The more you involve them early 
and relate to them as partners, the stronger your relationship 
will be.
Adopt a Consistent Process
Establish a process regarding how you will initially handle 
witnessed and unwitnessed acts of disruptive behavior. Act 
fast and address behaviors as soon as possible using your 
process.
Document 
Get into the habit of documenting any conversations you 
are having with your employees about behavioral expectations 
and any reports of bullying, incivility, or unprofessional 
behavior. Link behavior to a patient safety, quality, or 
satisfaction concern.

Give HR a heads up early 
Don’t wait until you want to terminate the bully on your unit to 
let your HR business partner know what’s happening. Involve 
them early in the process. “Hey. Just giving you a heads up that 
I’ve had 2 conversations with Bradley about unprofessional 
behavior…”
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