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2. Unacceptable behaviour
All individuals who engage with the RCN 
are expected to treat RCN accredited 
representatives in accordance with the RCN’s 
Respect Charter (Appendix 1) to avoid 
unacceptable behaviour.

The RCN defines unacceptable behaviour as:

• behaviour directed towards a person that 
in any way attempts to belittle, threaten or 
intimidate, including verbal, written and 
physical abuse, and harassment

• harassment in the context of these guidelines 
is defined as repeatedly inappropriate or 
excessively regular contact from an individual 
or group. 

3. Sanctions available when the 
Respect Charter is breached

RCN Members
• Members have a responsibility to work with 

our accredited representatives in accordance 
with the Respect Charter. 

• Failure to do so may lead to RCN services 
being withheld from the member for a 
fixed or permanent period, in appropriate 
circumstances. 

• In addition, a formal complaint can be made by 
accredited representatives about a member’s 
behaviour under the RCN Members’ 
Disciplinary Policy and Procedure.  
This policy applies to all members.

https://www.rcn.org.uk/professional-development/publications/pub-006214
https://www.rcn.org.uk/-/media/royal-college-of-nursing/documents/council-documents/constitution-policies-and-processes/members-disciplinary-policy-2.pdf?la=en&hash=4E62C3AA9AAEDF46B7433E920DF07513178EB08E 
https://www.rcn.org.uk/-/media/royal-college-of-nursing/documents/council-documents/constitution-policies-and-processes/members-disciplinary-policy-2.pdf?la=en&hash=4E62C3AA9AAEDF46B7433E920DF07513178EB08E 
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4. Managing and de-escalating a 
challenging situation
If someone is communicating with you in an 
unacceptable way, be it face to face, over the 
phone or in written form, there are steps you 
can take to try and de-escalate the situation. The 
following tips aim to help you do this and should 
always be employed as a first step in the process 
of managing unacceptable behaviour.

Face-to-face and/or verbal incidents

• Act as a role model for appropriate behaviour.

• Address the person directly and politely.

• Slow down the conversation and ask the 
person to repeat what they said.

• Give the person honest and constructive 
feedback, be specific.

• Ask them to stop behaving in an 
unacceptable manner and explain that if 
they don’t you will remove yourself from the 
situation/end the phone call. 

• When an individual appears to be distraught, 
employing the following skills may help you 
to calm them.

Non-verbal listening skills

• Maintain eye contact.

• Keep your facial expression neutral.

• Ensure your body language is professional 
but open.

• Keep a level tone of voice.

• Talk at a steady pace, avoid rushing.

Verbal listening skills

• Ask open, relevant questions.

• Paraphrase what they have said to show you 
are listening. 

If the individual’s unacceptable behaviour 
continues, repeat your request for them to stop and 
let them know you will take the matter further.

If the situation is escalating face to face and you 
need assistance, find a colleague to support you 
as soon as possible. If you feel at all under threat, 
remove yourself from the situation immediately 
and put a distance between yourself and the 
individual involved. You must also consider 
calling the police if you believe the threat to you 
or others may be severe.

Written incidents

• Take your time reading through the email  
or letter. 

• Pick out the points that need responding to 
and the evidence of unacceptable behaviour. 

• Consider whether it would be more 
constructive to call the individual to discuss 
their email or letter, and employ the skills 
listed for verbal incidents. 

• If you choose to write back, be clear and 
polite, acknowledge their concerns. 

• Highlight where you believe their behaviour 
has breached our Respect Charter and 
include a copy if appropriate. 

• Ask them to treat you respectfully and 
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Recording and reporting incidents

• Every incident of unacceptable behaviour 
must be both recorded and reported.  
The record is a short write-up completed  
by the individual subjected to the  
behaviour, explaining what happened  

https://www.rcn.org.uk/reporting-unacceptable-member-behaviour
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6. Guidance for RCN supervising 
officers/senior officers
When an incident occurs

• If an incident is reported to you by an 
accredited representative carefully 
consider what type of support you should 
offer. Determine whether the accredited 
representative needs your intervention and, 
if so, to what extent, or whether they appear 
to be comfortable handling the situation.

• It is important that you make time as soon 
as you hear about an incident to speak with 
the accredited representative and to give 
them space to talk about the situation. It may 
help to discuss with them how the member’s 
behaviour conflicted with our Respect 
Charter. 

• As part of this discussion, discuss how the 
accredited representative is managing the 
situation, check what support they may 

https://www.rcn.org.uk/professional-development/publications/pub-006214
https://www.rcn.org.uk/professional-development/publications/pub-006214
https://www.rcn.org.uk/-/media/royal-college-of-nursing/doc>g9org9Fcounci-deof-nursing/97rH482-g9H27(https:S46/S/7S/URI/URI(https://www.rcn.org.uk/-/media/royal-college4>eccd(l-colleesrH4mbers-_eo).<</S2l9H27(https:S46/S/7S/URI/URI(https://www.rcn.org.uk/-/media/royalIry/URI(hy-2.pilH?p7lop9cn.org.uk/-/media/royalIry/URI(hy-9ash=4E62C3ttps://www.rcn.org.uk/-/media/ror5da/ror5da/ror5da/ror5da/ror5da/ror5da/ror5d b/A 1242p42uk/-/media/royal-college4>eccd(l-colleesm0DF07ink178EB08E g.uk/-/media/royalIry/URI(hy-2.pilH?p7lop9cn.org.uk/-/media/royalIry/URI(hy-9ash=4E62C3ttps://www.rcn.org.uk/-/media/ror5da/ror5da/ror5da/ror5da/ror5da/ror5da/ror5d b/A 1242p42uk/-/media/royal-college4>eccd(l-colleesm0DF07ink178EB08E g.uk/-/media/royalIry/URI(hy-2.pilH?p7lop9cn.org.ukreport=4E-unacceptable-5da/ro-behaviourdia/royal-college4>eccd(l-colleesrH4mbers-_eo).<</S2l9H27(https:S46/S/7S/URI/URI(https://www.rcn.org.uk/-/media/royalIry/URI(hy-2.pilH?p7lop9cn.org.uk2l9H27(https:S46/S/7S/URI/URI(https://www.rcn.org.uk/-/media/royalIry/URI(hy-2.pilH?p7lop9cn.org.uk/-/media/royalIry/URI(hy-9ash=4E62C3ttps://www.rcn.org.uk/-/media/ror5da/ror5da/ror5da/ror5da/ror5da/ror5da/ror5d b/A 1242p42uk/-/media/royal-college4>eccd(l-colleesm0DF07ink178EB08E g.uk/-/media/royalIry/URI(hy-2.pilH?p7lop9cn.org.uk/-/media/royalIry/URI(hy-9ash=4E62C3ttps://www.rcn.org.uk/-/media/ror5da/ror5da/ror5da/ror5da/ror5da/ror5da/ror5d b/A 1242p42uk/-/media/royal-college4>eccd(l-colleesm0DF07ink178EB08E g.uk/-D(0 0 R72_Manag=4E unacceptable behaviour_v5.indd:>><518:224)lIrGoTo.uk/-D(0 0 R72_Manag=4E unacceptable behaviour_v5.indd:>><489:/S/)lIrGoTo.u
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8. Appendix 2 – Template of first 
warning letter for RCN member
Dear XXX

I write further to my telephone conversation with you with regards to the support that you have been 
receiving from XXX (name of accredited representative).

When we spoke I believe I was very clear about the standard of behaviour we expect from our 
members towards our accredited representatives who are offering support to you. I understand that 
you have since met with/spoke to/emailed (insert accredited representative) on (insert date) and 
during (this/ these) interactions your behaviour / language tone was again unacceptable. 

While I understand that your current situation may be causing you distress, you are expected to 
behave in a professional and courteous way towards RCN accredited representatives. (insert nature 
of the incident detailing specific behaviour, why this was unacceptable, impact that this may have 
had and the changes needed to ensure the member continues to receive RCN support for this specific 
matter.)

In order for us to provide the best support possible, all RCN members are expected to adhere to the 
RCN Respect Charter, highlighted for you below. Might I also refer you to the On the Case document 
that was provided to you when your case was opened by the RCN. For all future communication and 
interaction we would ask that you ensure that your behaviour is aligned to the charter and the On the 
Case document.

RCN Respect Charter

1. We acknowledge that our personal behaviour has an impact on others.

2. We value our differences and recognise that we will not always share the same views.

3. We grow from our mistakes by working and learning together.

4. We respect and preserve confidentiality.

5. We treat everyone with courtesy and respect, and act with integrity at all times.

I need to advise you that should you continue to behave in a manner that is unacceptable and causes 
distress to our accredited representatives, we will have no choice but to withdraw RCN support.

I recognise this is likely to be a stressful time for you. Our Counselling service, available on 0345 772 
6100, may be able to provide support for you during this period and I would encourage you to contact 
them if you feel you would benefit.

If you would like to discuss this letter in more detail please call me on (insert number) or email me at 
(insert email address). 

Yours sincerely,

XXX
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9.  Appendix 3 – Template letter 
for withdrawal of support for a 
member’s case
Dear XXX

https://www.rcn.org.uk/contact/complaints-form
https://www.rcn.org.uk/contact/complaints-form
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