
Defusing lateral
violence and
abuse  
By Julie Donley, MBA, BSN, RN

Renee asks her mentor, Susan, a ques-
tion. Susan puts her hand near Re-
nee’s face, gesturing for her to “Stop,”

and says in a loud voice, “I told you the
answer to that this morning. Why are you
bothering me again?”

You’re working your shift with Amy,
who’s in charge of the unit. She refuses to
have a meaningful conversation with you,
and ignores you or sighs impatiently
when you try to share patient informa-
tion with her.

These examples reflect lateral (horizontal)
violence or abuse in the workplace, defined
as violence or abuse occurring between
workers. It includes both overt and covert
acts of verbal and nonverbal aggression. 
Chances are you’ve experienced or wit-

nessed disruptive or inappropriate behav-
ior by a peer or colleague. Intimidation,
bullying, insults, humiliation, gossip, con-
stant criticism, and angry outbursts are a
few examples. More subtle examples in-
clude favoritism, unfair work assignments,
inappropriate or unfair evaluations, sar-
casm, snide comments, withholding infor-
mation, holding a grudge, and belittling
gestures.
Lateral violence in any form feels bad. It

creates fear—and fear causes you to shrink
and hold back from being your best. You
can’t be productive in a fearful environ-
ment. Instead, you may feel violated, anx-
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If you’ve been on 

the receiving end of 
this behavior, 

you need to express
your needs and set
boundaries

assertively. 



ious, stressed, disrespected, and angry. A
response of silence or ignoring the offend-
er is common, but not ideal. Here are
some better strategies.  

Acknowledge your feelings
Admit to yourself that you’re hurting and
something is wrong. Many victims dis-
miss or minimize the event, or even
blame themselves. Resist that temptation.
If it feels bad, it is bad. And if you allow
the behavior, that person is sure to re-
peat it—not because she’s a bad person,
but because she doesn’t realize her be-
havior is wrong. If you respond by act-
ing surprised and assuming she doesn’t
know what she’s doing and has no idea
how her actions affect you, it will be
easier to respond professionally and
quickly.  
If abuse or violence of any form is toler-

ated, it will continue. And the negative
workplace culture will significantly affect
the health and well-being of both staff and
patients.  

Respond appropriately
Here are the four keys to responding ap-
propriately to lateral violence in the work-
place—or anywhere else, for that matter. 

Manage your emotions
Take a deep breath and pause. Don’t re-
act right away. Self-awareness is crucial
to managing your emotions and your re-
sponses. Take a time-out if you’ve be-
come emotional. Use calming techniques,
such as deep breathing, guided imagery,
humor, or prayer. If you try to deal with
the perpetrator while upset, you’re more
likely to behave unprofessionally. Re-
strain yourself until you feel able to as-
sert yourself in a professional manner.

Use empathy
Try to find out where the person’s coming
from to help understand what’s going on
with her that might have triggered her be-
havior. For example, a person may engage
in negative behavior because she’s going
through a divorce. (See It’s not about you.) 
Keep in mind that bad behavior reflects

poor self-esteem and serves as a wall to
keep people out. It’s also learned behav-
ior. Someone who behaves badly has
learned this behavior brings some kind of
reward; otherwise, she wouldn’t do it. Per-
haps the reward is attention or power.
Whatever it is, she gains something from
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Others’ behavior usually isn’t meant as a
personal insult to you, even though it may
feel that way. So assume it’s not about you;
it’s about them and where they are in their
personal development. That certainly
doesn’t make their behavior right, but
understanding this helps you manage your
reaction. And your emotions and your
emotional buttons are about you. It’s your
responsibility  to manage yourself
appropriately.

It’s not about you



the behavior at others’ expense. Most like-
ly, she’s unaware of this dynamic.
By using empathy, you not only learn

more about the offender; that person
learns more about herself. Show an inter-
est in why she behaved that way by ask-
ing questions; for instance: “I’ve noticed
you’ve been more impatient lately. Are
you okay? Is there something going on I
should know about?” When you’ve gained
a clearer understanding of the person,
you can set clear expectations and
boundaries.

Assert your boundaries
Asserting your boundaries tells others what
behaviors are unacceptable. When you as-
sert your boundaries, you honor yourself.
When something doesn’t feel right, tell the
person directly that her behavior is inap-
propriate and ask her to stop it. If you say
nothing, your silence implies the behavior
is acceptable. 
Tell the person directly that her behav-

ior is inappropriate. Keep it simple and
clear. Use such language as “This doesn’t
work for me.” That way, you’re accepting
responsibility for your feelings and you’re
not making her wrong. 
Asserting a boundary might sound like

this: “Please lower your voice.” But be
careful of the tone you use when making
the request. You might ask, “Did you real-
ize you were yelling?” She might not be
aware of how angry or loud she is at that
moment.

Make direct requests
Tell the person directly how you’d like to
be treated or how you want the two of
you to work together. Identify what you
want instead of what you’re getting—and
then ask for it. Don’t assume she knows

how to treat you. Determine what your
goals are and what you need from her to
accomplish what’s expected. If you can,
try to establish a mutual goal for you both
to work on, such as a more productive re-
lationship so there’s less tension. Clearly
communicating your requests informs oth-
ers of the behavior you expect. 

A case of respect
You might not want to befriend people at
work, and you don’t have to like them.
But each of us deserves to be treated with
respect. To get respect, you must give it. If
it’s not reciprocated, ask for it. Treat every-
one with respect. 
If you experience lateral hostility or vio-

lence on the job, deal with it directly and
immediately. If it happens again, deal with
it directly again and report it to your su-
pervisor.
No matter how professional and respect-

ful you are or how assertively you express
your boundaries and needs, if your work
environment remains abusive and leader-
ship doesn’t address it or do enough to
change it, you may need to leave your job.
Stop wasting time and energy trying to fix
a problem no one else wants to fix. Life is
too short, and you deserve better. n
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