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How Nurses Can Hurt/Help Nurses 

 

The Professional Becomes 

Personal 
 

Often, the problems teen girls confronted 

emerged from relationship failures.  No 

friends, the wrong kind of friends, or not 

enough friends led girls to school and social 

problems. 

 

Many mothers shared stories of daughters 

being bullied:  

“Once I asked them [school officials] what 

would have happened if  we (as parents) 

had treated our daughter as badly as some 

of the students did?” 

 

From the story “Bullies,” by Mary Marcel, 

Florida 

 

 

What Can Be Done to Help Girls? 

 Stories about relational aggression came from all 

around the world 

 Adult women had vivid 

 memories of  their own 

 RA experiences 

 Focus of  book was  

 solutions 

What About Adults? 

 
College Life 

The PTA Clique 

The Healers 

Forced to be 

Family 

Retirement and 

beyond 

What Do the Behaviors Look Like? 
 Gossip 
 Manipulation 
 Intimidation 
 Exclusion 
 Gestures  
 Ridicule 
 Saying something mean then pretending you were “joking” 
 Name calling 
 Teasing/harassment 
 Cliques 
 Campaigns 
 Shifting loyalties 
 Betraying confidences 
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What Drives Relational Aggression? 

¤ Cultural Conditioning: Women are “expected” to 
avoid anger and competition 

¤ Evolutionary Biology: The instinct to tend and 
befriend can manifest as avoid and alienate 

¤ Role Modeling: Being exposed to aggression in 
the home as a child 

¤ Learned Behavior: At a young age, a girl learns a 
role and internalizes it 

¤ Response to Trauma: Extreme aggression or 
passivity can occur as a protective or coping 

mechanism  

 

 

Where Does It Occur? 
¤  Home: With other female family 

members, friends, or neighbors  
¤  Work: At every level of an 

organization, RA is possible.  
Seems especially prevalent in 
female-dominated professions like 
nursing 

¤  Play: At the gym, community 
center, or other leisure settings 

¤  In short, anywhere you find  
    young or adult women together  
    RA can occur 

 

 Times of transition 

 Times of stress 

 Romantic relationships 

Holidays, vacations, etc. 

 Understaffing 

 Unclear expectations 

 Poor leadership 

 

Who is Involved? 
“Queen Bee” The uber aggressor: any place and any time she 

is on the attack, using words and behavior to hurt another 
woman. 

“Middle Bee” The facilitator who may actively or passively 
encourage the aggression 

“Afraid-to-Bee” The targeted victim who is on the receiving 
end of the aggressor’s attack 

 

Each of  us has the capacity to play any role 
but some of  us get “stuck” in one 

 Men are more likely to use 
physical aggression 

 Women with high 
testosterone levels are likely 
to be more physically 
oriented in their aggression 

 “The Disease to Please.” 

 

 

 

Why Does Relational Aggression Occur ? 

From elementary school to retirement 

communities, RA is a problem for women 

? Inability to express anger 

? Sense of power 

Reinforcement of behavior patterns learned 

early in life  

High stress environments without a sense of 

cooperation 
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Women & Relationships 

 We never stop striving for them—friendships may be 

limited during child rearing years 

 Man’s best friend is often his spouse, not so for 

women 

 Competition is part of relationships--natural 

 Desire for approval and acceptance 

 In the “caring professions” are 

 we our own worst enemies? 

Why Women Aren’t More Like Men 

 Further work on biobehavioral health suggests that 

during times of stress, women do not respond with 

“fight or flight.”  Instead, they “tend and befriend.” 

(Shelley Taylor, 2002)   

Relational Psychology 
 Carol Gilligan and Jean Baker Miller proposed that  

 Failure to connect through relationships can lead to 

mental health problems  

If  Women Are Hard Wired” to Care and 

Connect, What’s The Problem? 

 Girls are other centered and social—they avoid overt competition or being seen as 
a bully, and their friendships tend to sort out into hierarchies. 
 Gina is five, and loves to have her friends bring their dolls over to play.  She is the “boss” 

who tells everyone else what to do, and much of what they act out with their dolls is 
around relationships, not fighting. This week Gina is friends with Tenisha and Karen; last 
week it was Linda and Ashley. 

 

 Boys are self  centered and their friendships with one or two close buddies tend to 
be more stable.  They don’t mind being seen as tough, and gravitate toward group 
activities where they can excel and gain status.  They talk about conflict with each 
other and are more physical in their interactions. 
 Roger is also five.  He has one friend, Marco, and tends to play “war” with other boys on 

the playground.  Roger and Marco are always on the same team and “win” because they 
never get blown up. 

 

 The Essential Difference (Simon Baron-Cohen, 2003) 
 

Online Relational Aggression 

“Disinhibition” (say things you wouldn’t face-to-

face 

Impulse posting 

Grammar errors 

Accidental forwards 

Sharing of emails 

Blogs 

 

 

 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/reader/0805068376/ref=sib_dp_pt/104-4199089-9200741
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The RN RA Work Place 

 

Physician-Nurse Bullying 

 

A Small Survey About Relational 

Aggression* 

54 nurses, 46 female, 6 male 

Age range 23-65, M = 46 

Years experience=19  +  10 

28% in administration, 46% in clinical, 15% education, 11% 

other 

 

 

*pre-test evaluation data 

Attitudes 

 I would describe myself as: 

 Aggressor 2% 

 Bystander 13% 

 Victim 2% 

 All  43% 

 None 41% 

 

 Female nurses are more 

prone to use RA than male 

nurses:  85% agree 

 Women in health care are 

more likely to use RA 

against each other than 

women in other 

professions: 69% agree 

 

 

What really gets me about nursing  

 Is being around the other nurses themselves. I can withstand the nasty docs, the 
nasty pts, the odors, the paperwork, the drudgery, the 12 hrs with no food, etc. 
-- but what I can't stand is walking into the nurses station and just being either 
glared at or ignored by a bunch of TOADS who must hate their jobs so much 
they can't even muster a descent conversation. I mean, these are SUPPOSED to 
be my colleagues -- my peers!  

 The managers, promoted by relation/friendship-not merit, do not back up 
their own nurses--quite the opposite--steady flows of 'nasty grams' to let you 
know you didn't refill the ice pitcher in room 450 on the day you were 
understaffed by 17 hours.  

 I'm absolutley dried up, washed out, and burnt to a crisp. I got into the game 
when I was 17 as an assistant while I worked my way through university. I don't 
know WHAT I thought I was working toward - I'm 25 now, and realise that I 
have an absolute joke for a "profession" and have to spend all my working life 
with vile, malevolent, evil and malicious bitches. I'm in law school now, but it's 
a shame that my career to this point has been wasted.  

“The List” 
 Giving another nurse “the silent treatment”  

 Spreading rumors  

 Using humiliation and put-downs, usually with regard to another nurse’s nursing skills 
and ability 

 Failing to support another nurse because you don’t like her or him 

 Excluding another nurse from on- or off-the-job socializing 

 Repeating information shared by one nurse out of context, so it reflects badly on her or 
him 

 Sharing confidences you were asked to keep private 

 Making fun of another nurse’s appearance, demeanor, or other trait 

 Refusing to share information with another nurse or otherwise setting her or him up for 
failure 

 Manipulating or intimidating another nurse into doing something for you 

 Using body language (such as eye rolling, head tossing) to convey an unfavorable opinion 
of someone 

 Saying something unfavorable, then pretending you were joking 

 Name calling 

 Teasing another nurse for her or his lack of skill or knowledge  

 Running a smear campaign or otherwise trying to get others to turn against another 
nurse  
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You are the new hire at a small organization where everyone else has 
been on board for at least a decade.  You quickly sense you need to 
take initiative to bring your other, less educated coworkers, up to 
speed on the latest business strategies you learned in your graduate 
program.  You would: 

a. make sure to point out all the things they’re doing wrong—they 
should want to know, right? 

b. go directly to the boss and share your rationale for changing the 
way things are done 

c. eat lunch with people who work at a rival organization and make 
sure to tell them how dumb your colleagues are 

d. approach your boss one on one and discuss your perceptions  

 

 

 

Situations That Might Evoke RA  
1. All day you’ve been bugged by a coworker who 

is slacking off while you work extra hard.  You 
would: 

 
 a. complain bitterly about her to coworkers 
 b. make a sarcastic comment to her when she 

says “goodbye” at the end of the day 
 c. do nothing but seethe inside 
 d. walk out from work with her and discuss 

your observations with her. 
  
  

 

 
 

 

 

 

You and a coworker your age apply for the same promotion.  

She is more attractive than you, so when she gets the job, 

you would: 

a. suggest she flirted her way into the position 

b. confront the person who made the hiring decision and 

demand to know why you didn’t get the job 

c. set her up to fail at every opportunity 

d. admit that you’re jealous in a humorous way, and ask if 

she’ll share her secret of success with you 

 

The RN “RA Rut” 

http://www.realityrn.com/more-articles/power-authority/stunned-into-silence/44/ 

Quality of Work Life 

Reputation of institution 

Turnover 

Nursing shortage 

Higher satisfaction = better product 
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The PGR Nurse (Putdowns, Gossip, 

& Rumors) 

 

The Resentful Nurse 

 

The Drama Queen 

 

The Backstabber 

 

“The Clique” 
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Nurses Are The Caring Profession  

http://hometown.aol.com/cartoonsbychris/index.html 

Productivity 

Patient Care 
Institutional Reputation 

Quality of Work Life 

Turnover 

Nursing shortage 

 

 

 

 

Higher satisfaction = better product 

http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://thesituationist.files.wordpress.com/2007/11/angry-woman.jpg&imgrefurl=http://thesituationist.wordpress.com/2007/12/01/womens-situational-bind/&h=323&w=350&sz=15&hl=en&start=5&um=1&tbnid=x_-71q7_-9AoBM:&tbnh=111&tbnw=120&prev=/images?q=WOMEN+ANGRY&um=1&hl=en&rlz=1T4ADBR_enUS259US259
http://rds.yahoo.com/_ylt=A0PDoYCJKMNMTjEAdfCJzbkF;_ylu=X3oDMTBwOWVkYThlBHBvcwM0BHNlYwNzcgR2dGlkA0kxMzJfODI-/SIG=1h9qvhcbn/EXP=1287944713/**http:/images.search.yahoo.com/images/view?back=http://images.search.yahoo.com/search/images?p=hospital+clip+art&sado=1&ei=utf-8&fr=mcsaoff&fr2=sg-gac&w=451&h=388&imgurl=www.eslkidstuff.com/images/hospital.GIF&rurl=http://www.kinderhelper.com/Buildings1.htm&size=16KB&name=hospital&p=hospital+clip+art&oid=7d27ee36ec9e6c418ac5a1578d62f43f&fr2=sg-gac&no=4&tt=9310&sigr=11agf8ps3&sigi=117oqr23h&sigb=136a7batk
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•  Queen Bee 

•  Middle Bee 

•  Afraid to Bee 

•  Kind Bee 

•  No Bee 

What’s Your RA Quotient? 

 1. I’ve changed jobs a lot because of the people I had to work with. 

2. Every day on my way to work, I plan what I will say and how I will act around my coworkers, just 
to be sure I don’t get taken advantage of. 

3. I’m always angry when I’m at work, but rarely tell anyone. 

4. I’m sick of watching the other people on my unit bicker. 

5. People I work with don’t like me, and I don’t care.  None of them are worth hanging around with 
anyway. 

6. I take secret joy out of seeing another coworker “get what she deserves” for poor performance. 

7. Secretly, I think I am more competent than most of the people I work with.  It’s a shame. 

8. I work harder than everyone else on my unit. 

9. No one gets the last word with me; even if I have to respond later, I’ll make sure they know I can’t 
be pushed around. 

10. At least once a day when I’m at work, I listen to gossip, pass on gossip, start gossip,or am the 
subject of gossip. 

11. If I’m angry, I sometimes ignore or act rude to my coworkers as a stress reliever. 

12. I get excluded from joining others in breaks or meals, or I do the excluding. 

13. The emotional climate at my workplace contains a lot of “drama” 

14. My feelings are often hurt by people(women) I work with. 

15. I can’t say “no” to my coworkers without worrying they will be because I know they will be upset 
with me. 

    Developed by Cheryl Dellasega, PhD, October 25, 2006  

Church Life  

 

Volunteer 

Time 

Work Life 

 

Family Life 

 

 Gym 

•Name it 
•Share it 
•Release it 
•Resolve it 
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What is it all about? 
 

 

 

Continuum of Jealousy  

0                     100 
     

     Danger Zone      
                                      

Mild 
    

 

Self-actualization 
(Achieving individual potential) 

 

Esteem 
(Self-esteem and esteem from others) 

 

Belonging 
(Love, affection, being a part of groups) 

 

Safety 
(Shelter, removal from danger) 

 

Physiological 
(Health, food, sleep) 

Understanding Motivations 
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Intrinsic Motivation 

What is driving her behavior? 
¤ Aggressive 

¤ Assertive 

¤ Passive 

What is driving your 

behavior? 
 

Example: Relationship built on gossip 

Help Others Have a Vision  

Everyday can be blessed for someone 

else by your presence 
 

This will change your life- 

Negativity fuels negativity 
 

 

 

From “Everyday Ways to Bring Out Their Best Side and Build Your Positive Power and Influence” by Kare Anderson, the “Say It 
Better Expert.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The most difficult woman 
in your life may have the 
most to teach you 

 Bring out her good side 

 Help her feel safe 

 Find out what makes her 
feel happy or confident 

 Make her look good 

 Offer something 

 Show good will to all 

 “Tell me more about that.” 

•Do I know it’s true? 

•Will it help someone? 

•Would I say it if she was 

here? 

•What is my motivation? 
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Woman One Woman Two 

Aggressive I win You lose 

Passive I lose You win 

Assertive I win You win 

 

 Figure out what makes her tick 

 Be aware 

 Be proactive and have Plan A, B, and 
C 

 Develop alternatives 

 Stake your boundaries and stick to 
them 

 Backlash aggression 

 Outside help 

 

Do it for the Next Generation 

¤ Violence is increasing in young women 

¤ Relationship skills are a critical life skill for 

women 

¤ The health care environment will continue to 

become more complex 

 

TOMORROW I WILL: 

• Restore a Friendship 

• Apologize 

• Use Dialogue 



12 

Never Forget the Power of Unity 

 


