War on the wards? RN, MD trade blame on who's the bigger bully
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A pair of high-profile essays have raised questions about the relationship between physicians and nurses and how to curb bullying in the hospital.

The need for better behavior
A 2004 Institute for Safe Medication Practices survey identified workplace bullying as a significant problem in U.S. hospitals. Almost half of the survey respondents said they preferred to stay silent rather than ask a difficult physician questions about a medication order. Meanwhile, 7% of respondents reported that they had been involved in a medication error in the past year where intimidation was at least partly responsible. Recognizing the growing problem, the Joint Commission has issued a warning about the decline of trust among hospital employees and the medication errors it causes.

Casting blame
Theresa Brown, an oncology nurse, indentifies physicians who bully nurses as a key source of the problem. Writing in the New York Times, Brown contends that "while most doctors clearly respect their colleagues on the nursing staff, every nurse knows at least one, if not many, who don't." Because physicians are "at the top of the food chain" in a hospital, "the bad behavior of even a few of them can set a corrosive tone for the whole organization" and has a "chilling effect" on staff communication, she argues.

Kevin Pho, a physician who writes a popular health care blog, argues that Brown "goes too far, when she blames the entire medical profession as the root cause of health care bullying." Rather than blame physicians for hospital culture, Pho suggests that blame should be placed on the physician education system. He notes that "hierarchical culture that perpetuates bullying goes back as far as medical school, when as students, future doctors are trained in a pecking order not unlike the military." Pho cautions that Brown uses "a prominent media platform" to "metaphorically bully the entire physician profession" and notes that "attacking physicians so personally only serves to drive a bigger wedge between doctors and nurses, when in fact, we need to be working together to solve this issue common to both professions" (Brown, Times, 5/7; Pho, KevinMD.com, 5/8).

For more information
The Advisory Board Talent Development Partnerships offer a comprehensive and strategic approach to addressing disruptive behavior—equipping participants with the tools to confront disruptive individuals and manage larger organizational dynamics that contribute to a culture of disruption.

To access an Advisory Board expert discussion on how to manage disruptive behavior, click here.

To learn more about this or other Advisory Board Talent Development courses, please e-mail Jordan English atEnglishJ@advisory.com.

