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by J. Cunningham

Bullying in the workplace is abusive behavior. It’s a form 

of harassment that in a health care setting, is often labeled 

as lateral violence or horizontal violence. Nurses popularly 

term it, nurses eating their young because it’s most often 

nurse-on-nurse aggression.

No matter the phrase, bullying in the workplace is bad, 

persistent, unwelcome behavior by one colleague toward 

another that costs health care organizations money, 

lawsuits and increased staff turnover, and jeopardizes the 

delivery of safe patient care. For those victimized—that 

is, those targeted by the bullying—the toll can be loss of 

self esteem, confidence, good health (both mental and 

physical), motivation and job satisfaction. In a workplace 

that tolerates bullying behavior, there’s no upside for 

anyone. It’s deadly to overall productivity. After all, people 

who are angry about their treatment at work don’t work 

very hard.  

While physical violence in the workplace has long 

been recognized as the obvious threat that it is—a type 

of assault—workplace bullying is only now being exposed 

as a silent epidemic that erodes the healthy functioning of 

a workplace and puts workers in harm’s way. Bullying is a 

pattern of behavior where the repeated incidents are what 

reveal it is taking place. While yelling or using profanity at 

someone is obvious abuse of a colleague, bullying is often 

subtle—a glare, a stare, an exclusion —even when the 

behavior is rampant throughout a workplace culture.

Some states have laws that generally address bullying 

under the categories of sexual or workplace harassment, 

and discrimination; most don’t. Some organizations have 

processes for dealing with this repeated, health-impairing, 

profit-losing behavior; most are fairly unaware of it or turn 

a blind eye toward its destruction. As of June 2007, only 13 

states in the U.S. within the last four years have introduced 

anti-bullying healthy workplace legislation.1  None has 

actually passed legislation, including Texas.

There are laws outside the U.S. that address some form 

of workplace bullying. Canada has laws against psychological 

harassment. Swedish law covers workplace bullying 

through its Ordinance of the Swedish National Board of 

Occupational Safety and Health which includes provisions 

against victimization at work and places the responsibility 

on employers to make sure victimization is understood as 

not acceptable. In the United Kingdom, a legal duty of trust 

and confidence is an implied term of every employment 

contract, and in Australia, a corporation can be found liable 

for not providing a safe workplace if bullying endangers a 

worker’s health (includes stress as well as physical harm)2.  

There are, however, U.S. laws against workplace 

harassment. Unlawful harassment is a form of 

discrimination that violates the Civil Rights Act of 1964.  

Unwelcome behavior based on gender, sexual orientation, 

race, color, religion, nationality, ancestry, ethnic origin, 

disability (mental or physical), age, physical appearance, 

marital status, veteran status, 

medical condition or education 

constitutes harassment.  

A hostile work environment 

refers to harassment because it is 

a condition where an employee 

can not do their best work 

or be productive. It’s basically 

suppression, and the opposite of a 

healthy workplace where creativity, 

teamwork and collaboration thrive.  

Nationally, a 2007 survey by the 

Workplace Bullying Institute places 

the prevalence at 37 percent of 

American workers who have 

been bullied at work or witnessed 

someone else who was.3 Just 

taking August 2007, there were 

according to the U.S. Bureau of 

Labor Statistics approximately 145.8 million employed 

Americans.4  Nearly 40 per cent of that many workers is 

a lot of workers to experience horizontal violence either 

as a target or a witness which is often as destructive.  

Undeniably, bullying behavior is an epidemic.  

Profile of the Bully

Bullies bully to hide inadequacy. They project their 

inadequacy onto others. Projection is a hallmark of a bully. 

A typical bully uses aggression—verbally or physically—

with the intent to cause hurt, humiliation and belittlement. 

That’s the purpose of the bullying behavior – to use power 

and position to deliberately hurt people in order to 

control them.5 “Most bullies lack self-discipline, the ability 

to pursue long-term goals, or to work in a team…and are 

consummate liars.”6  

People bully to divert attention away from their 

inadequacy and to avoid facing up to it. They bully 

to reduce being exposed for what they are—weak, 

inadequate and incompetent. In the workplace, they won’t 

be viewed by management as strong leaders if they appear 

ineffective or powerless. 

According to kickbully.com, bullies lack control of 

impulses. They grew up learning that pleasure comes 

through aggression and impulses, and when fear, guilt, 

ridicule and intimidation are used against opponents, the 

bully gets what’s wanted. The behavior continues.

Mobbing

Since bullying is almost exclusively psychological 

harassment, when groups of people engage in the activity 

in the workplace, it’s frequently referred to as mobbing.  
Through the pack attack mobbing experience, the target 

is then subjected to repeated criticism, undermining, 

discrediting and other forms of harassment by a group 

that’s incited by a ringleader (the chief bully). Workplace 

mobs are often comprised of “inexperienced, immature or 

emotionally needy individuals with poor values to engage in 

adversarial interaction with the target.”7 It is the ringleader 

who gains intense gratification for the psychological 

destruction of the target.    

 

Targets

In terms of gender, more than half of all bullies are 

female (58%), with a vast majority of bullying targets also 

being women (80%).8 According to research9, targets of 

bullies are:

• educated, experienced in the workplace, and often 

too old or too expensive to leave a current job. 

• good at their jobs; often excel at them.

• popular with people.

• topic or role experts which draws others to them 

for advice or guidance.
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• someone with a well-defined set of values which 

can’t be compromised.  

• someone who refuses to join an established clique 

and who shows independence of thought or deed.

• someone with at least one exploitable vulnerability.

• someone who stands up for a colleague who’s being 

bullied (this ensures you’ll be next).

• Someone who’s threatening to the bully after the 

previous target leaves.

And the list goes on and on. Web sites to visit for more 

information are listed in the references.

From Hostility to Respect

The truth is, bullying in the workplace escapes 

identification as the truly nasty, psychological harassment 

that it is because it is not yet as well understood or 

recognizable as it should be. Bullying is done with impunity 

where offenders are at low risk of being recognized 

or accountable. That’s why the Center for American 

Nurses® is on a push to reverse the destructive behavior 

by revealing it and educating nurses in recognizing and 

addressing it on both a personal and organizational level.

In 2007, the Center produced Bullying in the Workplace: 

Reversing a Culture, a booklet now available to nurses 

in all practice settings that provides tools for recognizing 

and addressing bullying in the workplace. The booklet can 

be ordered at www.centerforamericannurses.org for a 

list price of $12.50 each (CAN members pay $10 each).  

Continuing education contact hours are available with 

purchase of the booklet. Contact hours are provided by 

American Nurses Association. The American Nurses 

Association is accredited as a provider of continuing 

nursing education by the American Nurses Credentialing 

Center’s Commission on Accreditation. 

Within the booklet, the Center provides a quick 

reference card for identifying bullying behavior in the 

workplace. The examples follow. The booklet—and the 

continuing education—will also offer ways of dealing with 

bullying in the nursing workplace. Order one today!

As the nursing environment continues to face a 

shortage of personnel and leaders, recruitment and 

retention of nurses at the bedside are major considerations 

of hospitals in providing for quality patient care, not to 

mention best operational business case. The Robert Wood 

Johnson Foundation® estimates a cost savings of $40,000 

to $60,000 to retain a nurse in the workforce, depending 

upon location of the hospital in the U.S. RWJ estimates 

nearly $40,000 could be saved on orientation and training; 

another $5000 on marketing and advertising for the 

position. Turnover of experienced nurses is expensive so 

it is in the best interest of health care organizations to 

prevent and control the behavior, and promote instead 

workplace cultures that value and ensure safe and reliable 

care, vitality and teamwork, creativity, collaborative 

relationships with trust, and operational efficiencies.

Examples of Bullying Behavior*

• Being accused of errors made by someone else.

• Nonverbal intimidation, including being stared at or 

glared at.

• Being belittled.

• Having thoughts or feelings ignored.

• Being excluded from activities or conversations.

• Being gossiped about or being the topic of rumors.

• Being yelled at or screamed at in front of others.

• Being humiliated in front of others.

• Being assigned undesirable work.

• Being sabotaged.

• Having resources or information withheld, thus 

impeding job performance.

• Being physically threatened.

*Used with permission as reported by the Center 

for American Nurses, and adopted from the work of M. 

Griffin, 2004.10  See references.
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The Center for American Nurses
Texas Nurses Association is a charter member of the 

Center for American Nurses, an affiliate organizational 
member of the American Nurses Association that addresses 
the workplace needs of individual nurses not represented by 
collective bargaining. The Center offers tools, services and 
strategies for making nurses their own best advocates in 
practice environments.  

In the Spring of this year, the Center for American 
Nurses conducted an online Conflict Resolution survey. 
The 858 nurses who participated in the survey responded 
to questions regarding the type, incidence, and frequency of 
conflict in the nursing workforce. The results of the survey 

will soon be published in a nursing publication. ★ 

Sunset Review of the BNESu

Well over a year ago, the Board of Nurse Examiners for 

the State of Texas (BNE) was in the throes of preparing 

for Sunset review, scheduled for the 2007 80th Legislative 

Session. Like most Texas state agencies, the BNE was 

created for a specific purpose, namely as a legal structure 

for regulating practice and education. And like most state 

agencies, it is regularly assessed by the legislature–typically 

every 12 years–who determines whether there is a need 

for it to continue for another 12 years. 

In the Sunset review process, if the legislature does not 

pass a bill to recreate a state agency before its expiration 

date, state law dictates that the agency will automatically 

be abolished. Established by the Texas Sunset Act of 1977, 

the Sunset review process is a way of continuing, making 

changes to, or abolishing state agencies–let the “sun set” 

on them–that no longer can effectively provide necessary 

services.

In the lengthy, structured oversight process that is 

Sunset review, the BNE submitted a self-assessment report 

to the staff of the Sunset Advisory Commission who in 

turn reviewed it, collected input from a broad range of 

stakeholders, held public meetings, received feedback, and 

finally issued recommendations to the Commission. If the 

Commission–made up of a 12-member body of legislators 

and public members–recommends an agency should 

continue, legislation is required.

For the BNE, in 2007, it was House Bill 2426 that the 

legislature passed, and Gov. Rick Perry signed into law. 

The bill became effective on September 1, 2007. HB 2426 

amended the Texas Occupations Code to extend the 

operation of the agency until 2017. Besides operations of 

the BON, HB 2426 also: 

• Brought about a name change to the BNE; now 

named the Texas Board of Nursing (BON);

• Created a new requirement–effective September 1, 

2008–that future nurses pass a jurisprudence exam 

as part of initial licensure;

• Changed the BON’s role in the regulation of nursing 

education eliminating duplications of functions carried 

out by the Texas Higher Education Coordinating 

Board;

• Established the Advanced Practice Nurse Compact 

(multi-state license recognition) in Texas;

• Brought about a requirement to create guidelines 

or amend rules concerning consequences of criminal 

conviction or deferred adjudication;

• Established requirements relating to reporting of a 

nurse suspected of being impaired, the role of the 

nursing peer assistance program, and providing a 

schedule of sanctions regarding impairment. ★ 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends false
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 1
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage false
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.20000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.20000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [1200 1200]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




