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Introduction
Civility is the act of showing regard for others by being polite. Civility comes from the 
Latin word civilis, meaning ‘relating to public life, befitting a citizen’ (Vocabulary.com, 
2022). In other words, being polite, friendly and nice to everyone. 

Incivility is defined as a mild form of deviant behavior that is low intensity, ambiguous 
as to intent to harm, violates respectful social norms, and does not form a decided pattern 
of behaviour.

The importance of being civil
Being polite to each other while at work is a core value for anyone working in care. Being 
civil is essential for safety, to reduce harm and to respect each other. Everything that care 
staff do for patients requires teamwork. Teams that have clear roles, good communication, 
a shared vision or goal perform better. Outcomes of care are higher when a team functions 
collaboratively, as everyone is valued and they contribute more effectively. 

Incivility
Incivility, or rudeness, is defined by the interpretation of the recipient, regardless of intent. 
Examples of incivility include:

 ■ Talking over someone
 ■ Belittling
 ■ Stubborn
 ■ Shouting
 ■ Undermining someone
 ■ Eye-rolling
 ■ Swearing
 ■ Aggression.

The impact and risk of incivility 
Porath and Pearson (2013) found that for mild to moderate rudeness, there is a 61% 
reduction in cognitive ability; for the onlookers, there is a 20% reduction in cognitive 
ability, and the onlookers are 50% less likely to help others following the incident. 

For example, if two members of staff in a care home were having a conversation and 
one person (person A) shouted at the other person (person B) and other staff members 
witnessed the exchange, it could be detrimental to the care that person B or the witnesses 
then proceeded to give. For example, Person B may give the wrong drug or dose of medicine 
to a resident as they were not concentrating as they were upset, thus leading to a risk of 
severe harm. The witnesses may step back and disengage from their tasks as they may be 
afraid of being treated in the same manner, again leading to possible harm for patients. 

In all care settings, staff members rely on other members of the team to come together 
to share a goal, and that is to keep patients safe, to achieve the set outcomes and look after 
and respect each other. Nobody should be allowed to talk to someone in a way that makes 
the other person feel bad, whether it is intentional or not. There are still too many instances 
of poor behaviour in the health care service (Riskin et al, 2015; Katz et al, 2019, Westbrook 
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et al, 2021) and it has real and devastating effects on individuals, teams and patients. All 
healthcare staff need to be aware of this, and the damage that incivility can cause.

In stressful times, tone and words can be thoughtless, and conversations can be shorter 
or terser than usual. But how the situation is managed afterwards is the most important; 
discussions should be had to clear the air as soon as possible so that any ill feeling does 
not last and the effects on staff members are minimised. 

The impact of incivility in business
Incivility has a direct impact on the recipient, and this has been measured in the office 
environment by Porath and Pearson (2013). It was found that of the workers studied:

 ■ 80% lost time worrying about the rudeness
 ■ 78% reduced their commitment to work
 ■ 63% lost time avoiding the offender
 ■ 48% reduced their time at work
 ■ 38% reduce the quality of their work
 ■ 25% took it out on others, including customers
 ■ 12% left the business. 

In care settings, the result is much greater as patients are involved. As mentioned 
earlier, there is a higher risk of harm if care staff are distracted because they have 
experienced incivility. 

Managing incivility and civility in the care home
Incivility
The following list are tips that can be used to help reduce incivility:

 ■ Call out uncivil behaviour when you witness it where it is appropriate to do so – not 
usually in front of a patient unless they are at risk 

 ■ Do not respond to incivility in a similarly uncivil tone, because that can escalate a 
situation and cause more conflict

 ■ If at all possible, deal with it straight away, or at the first and easiest opportunity
 ■ Sometimes it is appropriate to ask the perpetrator’s peer to speak with them and explain 

to the perpetrator how the person feels
 ■ Build relationships in teams, for example hold debriefs at the end of a theatre list or 

clinical shift to give staff the opportunity to discuss whether anything has affected them 
negatively. This helps to build trust

 ■ Some incivil actions can be minor, for example eye-rolling. If a person in authority 
does that to a member of staff, it can create fear and unease and the staff member could 
feel demoralised. 

Civility
Tips for being civil while working in the care home include (Gambhir, 2018; TMA 
World, 2019):

 ■ Assume the best of people
 ■ Greet and acknowledge others
 ■ When you are within 10 feet of someone, smile; if you are within 5 feet, say hello
 ■ Say please and thank you
 ■ Respect those who are different from you
 ■ Show respect for other people’s feelings and behaviors
 ■ Acknowledge mistakes and make appropriate amends
 ■ Do not participate in malicious gossip
 ■ Acknowledge the contributions of others
 ■ Make sure that whatever has been said has not been misinterpreted 
 ■ Rely on facts rather than assumptions
 ■ Think about the potential impact of what you want to communicate and how you want 

to communicate it, including your body language and how you listen
 ■ Never engage in name-calling or personal attacks 
 ■ Do not depersonalise the other person by using labels (eg racist, sexist)  
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 ■ Understand what makes you angry. By being self-aware, you can better manage how 
to respond so as not to get into an ‘attack and defend spiral’ of communication

Conclusions
Almost all excellence in health care is dependent on teams, and teams work best when all 
members feel safe and have a voice. Civility between team members creates a sense of 
safety, which is a key factor for teamwork, and positively impacts patients. Incivility robs 
teams of their potential and poses a risk of harm for patients. 
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