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LANGUAGE IS INHERENTLY 
POWERFUL:

‘The language that I use convinces you.’ 

--Brain Child.  Thinking

(Critical hermeneutic analysis highlights its 
essential structure and its moral influence) 



Objectives
1. Critique the utility of critical hermeneutics for 

generating and translating evidence 

2. Describe the steps of critical hermeneutic analysis

3. Demonstrate how critical hermeneutic analysis 
promoted access to notions of morality and perception in 
workplace bullying story-telling and -listening 

4. Foster nursing educators’ and researchers’ abilities to 
contribute to advancing the science of nursing education



Current State of Workplace Bullying

Knowledge



‘Workplace bullying’ (Adams & Bray, 
1992) constitutes real or perceived affronts 

that elevate the status and resource access of 
perpetrators (Shorey & Dzurec, 2016) in 

their employing organizations 



A feeling of being ‘bullied’ is largely 
subjective, incorporating emotions related to 

past events and encounters, current 
circumstance, and sense of self 

(Dzurec, Kennison, & Albataineh, 2014)



Kahneman’s System I (2011)



Workplace Bullying Looks Like This:
“… the culture of nursing in that facility was so 
awful… you went home every day beaten down and 
abused” (Wolf et al., 2018, p. 37) 

Being single with no children, I’m expected to take a 
holiday and mandatory shifts” (Simons & Mawn, 2010, 
p. 307).

“having evidence to back up his case, the participant 
considered the intervention of site administrators to be a 
better option than insisting on his innocence with the 
client” (the bully) (D’Cruz & Noronha, 2018, p. 135).   
(parenthetical phrase added)



And this:
Being ignored or excluded
Facing hostile reactions to comments
Carrying an unmanageable workload
Experiencing subtle (or explicit) insults
Enduring micromanaging
Encountering false allegations

(from Einarsen, Hoel, & Notelaers,
2009) 



It involves a lot of what becomes 
‘He said, she said, they said…’



In most venues, subjective 
perception alone, especially when 

it is hard to validate, is not 
adequate to 

establishing bullying behavior



From the Australian Fair Work 
Commission: 

belief regarding bullying  must be actually 
and genuinely held by the employee AND
it must be reasonable, supported or 
justified objectively (Anderson-Carter, 
2017)



Research and description address 
bullying as a ‘static’ 

phenomenon…





With responses to bullying reports:  
‘Ain’t it Awful?’



Critical Hermeneutic Method considers the 
dynamic and inextricable link between 

person and environment



Its goal is

“explaining the impact of cultural 
manipulation by the powerful” 

(Phillips & Brown, p. 1993, p. 1551)



How Critical Hermeneutic Method 
Unearths Workplace Bullying

Knowledge



Abductive Reasoning Process



Steps of the Critical Hermeneutic 
Process



1. Assess bully, target, victim (i.e. the 
vulnerable) and bystander interactions 
workplace-wide.

2.  Identify tacit and explicit rules and 
conventions that constitute social agreements 
in the workplace.

3. Integrate interaction and social agreement 
data to establish a sense of the whole. 



Revelations about Workplace 
Bullying from the Method



BULLIES’ POWER IS IN 
STORYTELLING

About Interactions in the Workplace:



Bullies use stories to influence their 
intended targets

(Zabrodska et al., 2016; Zak, 2015; 
Zhang & Leidner, 2018)



Stories are inherently powerful: 

they predictably shape the neurophysiology 
and the beliefs of listeners, especially when 

they are primed to hear the story (Heine, 
Proulx, & Vohs, 2006; Liu et al., 2019; 

Martínez-Manrique, & Vicente, 2014; Zak, 
2015). 



How do bullies use story?

Through polished use of rhetorical style and 
bistrategic resource control strategies within 
tacitly- or explicitly-supportive workplace 

contexts, bullies construct ongoing, 
convincing, demeaning narratives



Their stories are logical if not valid, but 
also are likely untrue (at least at their base)



Bullies’ stories are told from a place of 
moral disengagement



Examples
“’If you feel unwell, sit down with your back against 
the wall and your head between your knees so that you 
don’t vomit on the patient, ha ha ha’, they instruct me 
with a grin” (Mortensen & Baarts, 2018, p. 16).  

laughing at others, as opposed to laughing with them 
(Nielsen, Hetland, Matthiesen, & Einarsen, 2012)  

belittling others through moral insensitivity (Thornberg 
& Jungert, 2013)



Characteristics of Moral Disengagement
(disengagement of self-sanction from harmful 

conduct):

Sanctifying harmful behavior

Absolve self of blame

Denying harmful effects of their actions

Dehumanizing others

(Bandura, 2016)



Portraying any behavior as having a moral 
purpose serves to make it socially 

acceptable.  Moral justification induces 
listeners to bypass self-sanction and violate 

personal standards (Bandura, 1991).



How It Looks:

“bringing this (curricular revision 
drawbacks) to everyone’s attention made the 
leader of the revision process so irate she 
started yelling at me and pointing her finger 
telling me I was just trying to make things 
difficult and that we needed to move 
forward” (Condon, 2015, p. 23) 
(parenthetical phrase added).



Victims are left confused



In response, they establish negative self-
reactive attitudes (Miller, 2015):

guilt (about what ‘I’ve done,’ across a 
lifetime) and

shame (about who I AM)

(Dzurec, Kennison, & Albataineh, 2014)



They catastrophize (Karpinski et al., 2013)

They ruminate, they magnify, and they 
become helpless, telling their stories from 

the bully’s point of view



their potential courses of action are 
obfuscated by moral ambiguity

(Miller, 2015; Tirrell, 1990)



BULLIES’ LASTING IMPACT IS 
IN THEIR MORAL 
DISENGAGEMENT

About Social Agreements in the 
Workplace



Morality is seldom front and center in  
thinking

(McGraw, Best, & Timpone, 1995; 
McGraw, 1998)



Detecting deceptive moral claims is 
difficult: 

justifications that appeal to personal ethical 
standards (already shifted by the bully) and 
collective social benefits effectively shape 
public opinion—



People are susceptible to deception 
(McGraw et al.,1995; McGraw,1998)



Befuddled or themselves disengaged 
(Dzurec, Kennison, & Gillen, 2017; Paull, 

Omari, & Standen, 2012), workplace 
bystanders  typically demonstrate inaction 



“As in the school yard, we see people 
struggling against the odds: avoiding or 

escaping when they can; asserting 
themselves when they dare; pretending 

they don't care, when they do; looking for 
help where it is hard to find; or pathetically 

trying to distract the bully when all else 
fails” (Rigby, 2001, p. 5).



“Behavior tends to be consistent with the 
norms established for particular situations” 

(Kaplan, 1983, p. 313).



In situations of bullying, established 
norms are confused by the bully’s 

moral-disengagement, self-
justification, and appealing stories 



Moreover,

As workplace climate shifts, bullies 
employ the shift to justify their behavior 
“…the situation leaves them no choice” 

(Zhang & Leidner, 2018, p. 852). 



AN ABDUCTIVE MODEL OF 
WORKPLACE BULLYING

Integrating interaction and 
organizational response 



By way of excessive and misguided self-
justification through morally-disengaged 

storytelling, bullies establish social 
power, establishing and maintaining  

“a fixed and dominant normative moral 
order” (Davies, 2011, p. 278) as they 
alter individual experience within a 

shifting workplace climate



Through long-practiced storytelling (Hawley, 
2014; Koh & Wong, 2017; Zabrodska, 

Ellwood, Zaeemdar, & Mudrak, 2016), bullies 
convey to listeners what they think “about a set 

of events” (Tirrell, 1990, p. 116)



Their stories afford them opportunities “to 
see what sort of story (they) can tell, as 

they benefit from “a sort of self-
examination by self-exposure.” (Tirrell, 

1990, p. 117)  (parenthetical phrase 
added)…



Fostering, for them,

a developing sense of self, reflexively and in 
relation to others,

extended capacity to justify their decisions, 
AND 

impact that subtly persuades and regulates 
the behaviors of listeners  



In response, victims and bystanders 
are left with a long-term, relentless sense 
of moral “in-betweenness” (Miller, 2015, 
p. 142), 



They are emotionally trapped in an ethical 
ambiguity that confines their sense of how 
to behave, what to believe, whom to trust, 

and how to act, not only at work, but in 
their lives generally (Liu, Kwan, Lee & 

Hui, 2013).



Across the workplace, bullying thus 
becomes fashionable, used even by 

those the bully first sought to demean



THE RELEVANCE OF CRITICAL 
HERMENEUTIC METHOD TO 
NURSING EDUCATION AND 
TEACHING PRACTICE

“Fallacies do not cease to be
fallacies because they 

become fashions.”  
― G.K. Chesterton

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7014283.G_K_Chesterton


Study findings suggest that workplace 
bullying acts directly in nursing 
education: 

1. to inhibit innovation

2. to perpetuate use of outdated and 
unsupported pedagogical practices 



The model emerging through Critical 
Hermeneutic Analysis names the point 

at issue: 

morally-disengaged storytelling is a 
means of control for bullies



It makes bullying’s clandestine and 
morally-disengaged aspects “relevant to 
the thoughts, feelings, and behaviors of 
that particular person at that particular 
point in time” (Barrett, 2006, p. 48)



Relevant thoughts, feelings, and behaviors 
are amenable to valuation (Barrett, 2006)



By enhancing the relevance of bullies’ 
tactics, critical hermeneutics makes 

what has long been invisible, visible, 
what seems irrelevant, relevant, 

diminishing bullies’ obscure control



IMPLICATIONS



Every individual has a role in 
discouraging workplace bullying 

behaviors, refusing to unquestioningly 
acknowledge the affronts of workplace 

bullies



Administrators, researchers, and thought 
leaders are charged to examine culture and 
climate, as well. That analysis is central to 

stemming bullying’s impact (Pearson, 
Andersson, & Wegner, 2001) 



Otherwise, workplace bullying becomes 
“a form of social control that removes the 
need to exercise control directly” (Phillips 

& Brown, 1993, p. 1551). 



Central to Change:

Amassing resources to foster victims and 
bystanders in understanding the meanings of 

loss (from Miller, 2015)

from the perspective of historically- and 
socially-defined (Tirrell, 1990) lived

experience



More specifically, addressing bullying 
involves:

Educating the workforce about bullying 
characteristics

Acknowledging reports of bullying
Helping victims to re-establish a positive

sense of self
Offering peer support



At the individual level:

Broadening the intuitive, gut reaction that 
characterize immediate thinking and 

decision-making  (See Kahneman, 2011)
for bullying victims



And in the workplace, generally:

Broadening language to share innovation 

Fostering, big, hairy, audacious goals

Discouraging isolation and subcultures

Moving beyond comfort with the status quo 

Fostering trust, respect, and confidence

(Rosenfeld, R. B., 2006)



A particularly useful intervention, 
establishing Learning Organizations that 

incorporate: 

Systems thinking

Personal mastery

Innovation

Shared vision

Team learning

Inclusive excellence



to advance the young and growing 
science of nursing education
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