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OVER THE LAST DECADE, civility has become a hot
topic. I got involved with it in 2000, when more than
700 nurses told the Maryland Commission on the Crisis
in Nursing that civility was one of their top three
workplace concerns. Since then, studies have linked
lack of civility to potentially decreased patient safety,
blueprints have been created for establishing a civil
work environment, codes of conduct have been devel-
oped, and healthcare workers have been educated on
the topic.

In 2005, VitalSmarts and the American Association
of Critical-Care Nurses (AACN) published the study “Si-
lence Kills: The Seven Crucial Conversations for
Healthcare” and launched the Healthy Work Environ-
ments initiative. The 2010 follow-up study, “The Silent
Treatment,” found more nurses had concerns about in-
competence and disrespect, and a higher
percentage of intensive care and
operating-room nurses were
speaking out on the topic.

Sounds good, right?
Well, not really. Incivili-
ty remains a problem.
Where did we go
wrong? (Or did we go
wrong?) Was it the timing?
Have healthcare workers sim-
ply grown weary of dealing with
yet another “issue”? Should we just accept
that incivility and conflict are inevitable—especially
with our multigenerational workforce and pressures on
caregivers to navigate rapidly multiplying regulations,
documentation requirements, resource shortages, and
high acuity?

What is civility?
Civility is behavior that shows respect toward another
person, makes that person feel valued, and contributes
to mutual respect, effective communication, and team
collaboration. Author P.M Forni describes civility as a
form of benevolent awareness (respect, restraint, and
consideration) in his book Choosing Civility: The 25
Rules of Considerate Conduct.

In Civility: Manners, Morals, and the Etiquette of
Democracy, author Stephen Carter describes civility as
the sum of the many sacrifices we’re called on to make
for the sake of living together. He stresses that our duty
to be civil to others doesn’t depend on whether we

like them. Civility doesn’t require us to mask our differ-
ences but to resolve them respectfully—to express our-
selves in ways that show we respect others. Civility al-
lows criticism of others, but the criticism should always
be civil. Being civil means thinking before you speak.

Why bother being civil?
Who has the time, energy, or resources to focus on
being civil? Why should you bother? Because civility
can be the foundation for patient safety, a healthy
work environment, healthy staff, and increased pro-

ductivity. Civility affects the quality and
quantity of our hard work. Incivili-

ty, in contrast, is a short step
away from aggressive be-

havior, which can lead
to lateral or horizontal
violence.

What if each of us
made a commitment to

change our behavior? To
forgive those who’ve done us

an injustice? To choose to revise
our assumptions of others? To seek common

ground, goals, and purpose? Why not just do it—even
if you’re the only one? The goal of being civil is not to
have other people reciprocate respect and kindness to
you (though that’s usually a natural outcome). The
goal is for others to see you as successful when you
continue to practice civility, regardless of others’ re-
sponses. It’s about you, not them.

What’s holding us back
One of the biggest barriers to civility is the “bitter bag”
nearly all of us carry—bags where we stash our griev-
ances. They contain all the slights, rebuffs, injustices,
rudeness, embarrassments, and other wrongs that
have befallen us. We rarely address individual wrongs
when they arise, instead tossing them into the “bitter
bag.” We take the bag home and mull over these
wrongs, usually distorting the facts. We think the bag’s
acrid contents give us permission to be less civil to
the perpetrators.
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Behaving in a civil way is a choice
you make every day.
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But until you begin to empty your
bitter bag, you’ll have trouble moving
forward and being committed to civili-
ty. If you don’t empty it, it’ll be an al-
batross around your waist—a barrier to
moving forward. (See How to empty
your “bitter bag.”)

Strategies to promote civility
Here are some strategies to help you
behave in a civil way.
• Know your triggers—the words, ac-

tions, and gestures that make you
angry. Knowing your triggers helps
you monitor and manage your reac-
tions. You can’t control what others
do or say, but you can control your
response. So think before you speak
or act. Always consider what impact
your words or actions might have
on others.

• Assess your own behavior. What do
you do to contribute to civility or in-
civility? Ask a trusted friend for feed-
back here.

• Don’t jump to conclusions or assume you know an-
other person’s intent or motive.

• Walk in the other person’s shoes. This can show
you the context for his or her words or actions and
help you understand what triggered them.

• When rumors or gossip come your way, let them go
in one ear and out the other.

• Resist looking for someone to blame. Remember
that in many cases, a problem reflects a systemic
shortcoming, not an individual’s.

• Take the “temperature” of your milieu often to de-
termine if colleagues could use a little proactive
kindness—for instance, a soda run or a quick check
of the unit to see who needs a hand.

• Listen more and talk less, to show you respect oth-
ers’ opinions.

• Seek common ground, even if it’s to agree to dis-
agree.

• Go out of your way to say thank you.
• When you get credit for something, spread it

around to those who helped you.

• Take the time to make it safe for the other person
to have a dialogue with you.
For more ways to create a more civil workplace,

visit www.hweteamtool.org/main/index. This page de-
scribes AACN’s free web-based Healthy Work Environ-
ment Assessment.

Civility: A mission possible
Many of us see what’s happening in the workplace to-
day as symptomatic of what’s happening in society at
large. But dealing with a societal change can be over-
whelming, whereas addressing civility on your own
unit is manageable. If you work full time, you may
spend more time at work than you do at home, so it’s
worth the effort to make your workplace more civil.

Is this idea simplistic compared to the big civility
programs that have been implemented recently? Will it
produce results? Will it be faster than waiting for a
larger program of external constraints and conse-
quences to change the culture? Will it have more stay-
ing power than previous initiatives that didn’t ask indi-
viduals to change? Only time will tell, but in the
interests of patient safety and healthier workers and
workplaces, it’s worth a try. Great changes often begin
with a simple first step. To achieve a civil workplace,
choose to be the spark that ignites civility. �

Visit www.AmericanNurseToday.com/Archives.aspx for a list of select-
ed references and advice on forgiving others.

Judith (“Ski”) Lower is an independent lecturer and consultant in Water Valley,
Texas.

How to empty your “bitter bag”
When you have some spare time, open your “bitter bag,” pull out the contents,
and write a sentence about each event you’ve been storing in your bag. Relive
the emotions the event triggered; then rate how you feel about the incident
now on a scale of 1 to 5, as described below.

5 It remains a hill to die on. You’ll never forget or forgive the perpetrator, and
you want revenge.

4 The emotions still flow strongly. You want to even the score, but you wouldn’t
actively seek revenge.

3 It still arouses emotions, but you can control them and will let the perpetra-
tor know how ticked off you are if the right moment comes along.

2 It was bad at the time, but in the grander scheme of things, you can let it go.

1 You can’t even recall it.

Toss the events that you rated a 1, 2, or 3 into the toilet and flush. Or hold a
“Bitter Bag Party”with friends over a fire pit or fireplace, symbolically burning
those events you no longer feel you need to hold on to.

What should you do with the events in your bitter bag that still eat away at
you—the ones you can’t let go of? These usually involve people you need to
forgive. For tips on dealing with them, see Forgiving others in the online ver-
sion of this article.

It’s worth the effort to make
your workplace more civil.
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Forgiving others
Do you find you just can’t let go of some of the hurts you’ve been toting around in
your “bitter bag”? Then chances are you need to forgive the perpetrator. Fred
Luskin, director of the Stanford University Forgiveness Project, urges us to realize
that forgiveness changes the present, not the past. It’s a personal choice. Forgiving
isn’t about changing those who’ve hurt you, condoning their actions, or even
reconciling with them. When you forgive someone, says Luskin, you’ve made a
choice not to let anger and bitterness poison your life. You’ve chosen to take
control of your thoughts and emotions and stop playing the victim. On the other
hand, holding on to bitterness and resentment is like drinking poison and
expecting the other person to die.

While forgiveness doesn’t make you immune to emotions, it allows you to take
things less personally. Luskin advises us to validate our feelings about the hurt and
make it real. First, acknowledge the hurt by writing down all the emotions you feel
or felt about the incident in the past and sharing these with a close confidant.
Next, move beyond the emotions to the facts. Be specific about what happened,
writing down your recollection of the event and sharing it with your confidant.
Remember—the goal isn’t to change the other person but to understand yourself.

Then, in Luskin’s words, change the channel to positive. If you watch the angry,
worried, vengeful, frightening channel every day, you’ll automatically tune in to
that channel whenever you feel betrayed. You need to have a positive channel you
can switch to instead. Luskin suggests you pray for comfort, if you’re so inclined.
Forgiving someone doesn’t happen overnight. When you feel yourself tuning in to
the old channels, take a deep breath and say a little prayer.

Finally, Luskin emphasizes the need to practice. Look for small ways to forgive
every day and practice the steps described above. Forgive the coworker who didn’t
hold the door for you as you juggled the goodies you brought to share with
colleagues. Forgive the charge nurse who didn’t ask how you’re doing before
assigning you another patient. Forgive the colleague who went to lunch with
everyone’s order but yours. Forgive the deli workers who didn’t stop their personal
conversations to wait on you. Soon you’ll find it becomes automatic to respond in a
different way—a more civil way.

online sidebar
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