
#LetsRemoveIt

Bullying harms your profession and your patients.

Find out more at rcsed.ac.uk/bullying

We need a change of attitude towards bullying and undermining behaviour. 
The Royal College of Surgeons of Edinburgh is leading and supporting a 
cultural change in practice and performance.
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Bullying, undermining and harassment remain a problem 
across the NHS workforce. The 2017 NHS England Staff 
Survey reported that 24.3% of all NHS staff experienced 

harassment, bullying or abuse from staff in the last 12 
months, equating to over a quarter of a million people.

Professor Michael Lavelle-Jones, President, The Royal College of Surgeons of Edinburgh 

Ms Alice Hartley, Chair, RCSEd Steering Group to Tackle Undermining and Bullying in Surgery

This Progress Report profiles some of the activities RCSEd has implemented over the past twelve months to address this problem. 
Following the leads of the Royal Australasian College of Surgeons and the Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists, our 
work was initially designed to identify the problem and its impact on both patient care and staff morale. Subsequently, we aim to lead 
cultural change across the healthcare professions. 

We are mindful that the RCSEd cannot achieve this alone. To influence all workplaces and training environments a long term, co-
ordinated set of collaborations will be required to deliver the impact we are seeking We’ve therefore been impressed by the support 
offered to #LetsRemoveIt from across the healthcare professions and the genuine willingness for organisations to work together to 
demonstrate leadership and support our commitment to change.

To consolidate our initial work, we are committed to achieving the following objectives over the next twelve months:

• Develop a series of Key Performance Indicators for the campaign to evaluate the impact we are having and guide the use of our  
 resources
• Work with partners to offer practical educational interventions, reaching the widest possible audience
• Investigate how modern surgical education and training, complaints management and service issues influence professional   
 behaviours

RCSEd remains fully committed to #LetsRemoveIt. Change will be neither immediate nor easy to achieve. Nonetheless, we are 
confident that our resources and determination to address this issue will contribute to the step changes required to treat NHS staff 
and patients with the dignity they deserve.



Progress and priorities 

The aim of the first year of #LetsRemoveIt was to make the case for change to improve patient safety and staff wellbeing in surgery. 
This focused on four areas:

1. Create a clear evidence base of the impact that bullying has on patient outcomes and disseminate this widely

Whilst the extent of bullying and undermining throughout the healthcare professions is well documented, surgery is reported as 
being a specialty where it is particularly prevalent. In the College’s own membership survey, nearly 40% of respondents reported they 
had been victims of such behaviour, with a similar number witnessing the behaviour.

Reports estimate that bullying and undermining costs organisations in the UK £13.75billion annually*, and healthcare professionals 
have attributed disruptive behaviour in the perioperative area alone to 67% of adverse events, 71% of medical errors, and 27% of 
perioperative deaths.**   Indeed, the Kirkup, Francis and Kennedy reports have highlight the impact that unacceptable behaviours 
have on patient care. Surveys of our own members and fellows show the extent to which bullying is a problem across the spectrum 
of NHS staff.

2. Develop Resources and Host Events

The main outcome of #LetsRemoveIt has been a set of freely available resources for medical professionals to use in their day-to-day 
working lives (www.rcsed.ac.uk/bullying). These resources are regularly updated by consultant, SAS and trainee surgeons and offer a 
comprehensive suite of practical guidance and advice not only to surgeons, but also to all healthcare professionals.
In addition, we distributed posters to every UK hospital to publicise the campaign, launched a video competition for pre-MRCS 
trainees and delivered a series of presentations to medical professionals in the UK and overseas. Given that bullying and 
undermining occurs throughout the medical and nursing professions, we were delighted to have been invited to raise this importance 
of this issue with a wide range of Foundation Year, SAS, Trainee and Consultant doctors throughout the UK and overseas.
We have also developed a CPD accredited e-learning module to give individuals more confidence in identifying and managing 
incidents of bullying and undermining.

#LetsRemoveIt has developed a significant web presence, with almost 18,000 visits to the Bullying and Undermining Campaign 
section of the RCSEd website. Interestingly, the “Resources to help change the culture” and “Are You a Bully?” sections continue to 
be the most visited. We generated national media interest contributing to articles in a range of journals and newspapers including the 
British Medical Journal, The Sunday Telegraph and The Guardian.

The campaign served as the basis of a national anti-bullying event held in Birmingham in February 2018. Attended by over 130 
medical professionals and gaining considerable media coverage, the event brought together a wide range of influencers to share 
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* Source: Giga, S. Hoel, H. and Lewis, D. (2008) The Costs of Workplace Bullying, Unite/ Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform, London
**Source: Rosenstein, A.H. & O’Daniel, M. (2008) ‘A survey on the impact of disruptive behaviours and communication defects on patient safety’,  The Joint Commission 
Journal on Quality and Patient Safety 34(8), cited in ‘Workplace bullying and harassment of doctors;  A review of recent research’, British Medical Association, 2017



experience and best practice and served to share solutions to this problem. The event included a number of practical workshops 
each of which directly resulted in a range of additional activities, such as the start of a development of a collaborative learning 
module for all UK doctors.

RCSEd is committed to providing the best possible surgical education to our Fellows and Members, and our unique Faculty of 
Surgical Trainers is a clear demonstration of this intent.  We have ensured that each of our educational activities and events include a 
designated anti-bullying section, and have developed workshops on conflict resolution and bullying and undermining in general. We 
are also collaborating with the General Medical Council and the Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists on a joint learning 
module that will be implemented throughout the UK over the coming months.

3. Ensure RCSEd Prioritises Anti-Bullying Activities

RCSEd not only has a zero tolerance approach to bullying, undermining and harassment that categorically condemns these 
behaviours in all circumstances but has also produced the following set of professional standards which it expects its members and 
fellows to adopt.

• Demonstrate exemplary professional behaviour in ensuring that they do not bully or undermine colleagues, either deliberately or  
 inadvertently;
• Adopt a zero-tolerance approach to bullying and undermining behaviours; and demonstrate to their colleagues that undermining  
 and bullying is unacceptable when encountered;
• Challenge and report bullying and undermining behaviour appropriately, whenever it is experienced or observed;
• Members and Fellows should identify, report and if in a leadership role, where possible investigate allegations of bullying and  
 undermining behaviour; 
• Ensure that all colleagues are informed to identify and report undermining and bullying behaviour, both as a victim and as an   
 observer;
• Contribute to or conduct investigations into allegations of bullying and undermining behaviour without prejudice to either   
 the alleged victim or perpetrator, and must raise concerns about the conduct of such investigations if they are perceived to be  
 prejudiced, compromised or insufficiently robust;
• Expect Members and Fellows to demonstrate leadership by contributing to the development of local reporting systems that are  
 effective and have the confidence of colleagues.

Moreover, all international medical graduates going through the RCSEd’s RISFP scheme have a session on bullying and undermining 
as part of their structured induction before they commence UK practice.

4. Work in Partnership

RCSEd has been grateful for the enthusiasm shown by medical professional organisations, Deaneries and individuals throughout the 
UK. We are particularly delighted that key partners such as the GMC, BMA and the Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists 
remain committed to working in close partnership, proffering advice and resources to ensure #LetsRemoveIt reaches the largest 
possible audience and remains relevant to all NHS staff.

2018 Targets

In order to build a culture of respect and collaboration in medical practice and education, over the next twelve months, RCSEd will:

• Host further anti-bullying events, with an emphasis on the devolved nations

• Produce an anti-bullying Charter and proactively encourage partner organisations to-sign

• Increase the number of organisations formally endorsing #LetsRemoveIt

• Look at new ways for RCSEd to offer advice to its memberships and assist Trusts where appropriate.

• Work in partnership with the GMC to produce a learning module for all doctors to build and consolidate professionalism.

• Work with Trusts, NHS bodies, Freedom to Speak Up Guardians, the BMA and the Royal College of Nursing to identify additional  
 areas of collaboration.

• Work with Deaneries, medical schools and surgical trainers to improve surgical education, particularly advocating for a program of  
 mandatory training and awareness of the professional skills required to create a positive workplace and training culture that leads  
 to better patient outcomes.

• Improve the capability of all surgeons involved in surgical education to provide effective surgical education based on the   
 principles of respect, transparency and professionalism

• Produce further content for our anti-bullying toolkit, such as videos, banners, posters and digital media (if required).

• Develop an evaluation framework to assess the reach and impact of the campaign over the medium and long term. 

For more information, visit the College’s #LetsRemoveIt campaign pages 
at rcsed.ac.uk/bullying or email birmingham@rcsed.ac.uk.


