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Developing Positive Relationships in the Peri Operative Workspace 

Developing positive relationships in the peri-operative workspace is fundamental to safe patient care, professional satisfaction, 
and effective teamwork. The peri-operative environment - encompassing pre-operative assessment, intra-operative management, 
and post-anaesthesia recovery - is uniquely intense. It brings together professionals from multiple disciplines, often under time 
pressure, high cognitive load, and emotional strain. Within this complex system, relationships are not optional extras; they are 
central to patient safety and team performance. Moreover, in such a hierarchical and tradition-bound setting, ensuring that one’s 
professional voice is heard and respected requires intentional cultivation of social intelligence, credibility, and trust. 

This essay explores the importance of positive relationships in the peri-operative workspace, the interpersonal and organizational 
factors that influence them, and the social aspects necessary for ensuring one’s voice is respected. Drawing on principles of 
teamwork, leadership, communication, and psychological safety, it provides a comprehensive examination of how peri-operative 
professionals can build collaborative cultures that enhance both patient outcomes and staff wellbeing. 

 

The Unique Nature of the Peri-Operative Environment 

The peri-operative setting is unlike most other healthcare environments. It is highly procedural, technology-driven, and 
hierarchical. Surgeons, anaesthesiologists, nurses, surgical technologists, operating department practitioners, recovery staff, and 
support personnel must coordinate seamlessly. Decisions often need to be made quickly. Errors can have immediate and 
catastrophic consequences. 

Historically, surgical environments have been shaped by steep authority gradients, with surgeons often occupying the apex of 
decision-making power. While modern healthcare increasingly emphasizes interdisciplinary collaboration, vestiges of traditional 
hierarchies persist. These dynamics can influence whose voice is heard and whose concerns are dismissed. 

In this environment, positive relationships are essential for: 

• Maintaining situational awareness. 

• Preventing and mitigating errors. 

• Ensuring effective communication during critical moments. 

• Reducing burnout and moral distress. 

• Creating a culture were speaking up is normalized. 

Without strong relational foundations, communication falters. Misunderstandings escalate. Team members may hesitate to raise 
concerns. Conversely, when relationships are respectful and collaborative, teams are more adaptive, resilient, and patient centred. 

 

Foundations of Positive Relationships 

Positive relationships in the peri-operative workspace are built on several core elements: respect, trust, communication, shared 
purpose, and psychological safety. 

Respect 

Respect involves recognizing the competence, role, and humanity of each team member. In the operating room, this means 
acknowledging the expertise of nursing staff, anaesthetic practitioners, surgical trainees, and support personnel as equal 
contributors to patient safety. 

Respect is demonstrated through: 

• Professional language. 

• Active listening. 

• Inclusion in discussions. 

• Avoidance of dismissive or belittling behaviours. 

• Recognition of others’ contributions. 
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Even subtle behaviours - tone of voice, eye contact, body positioning; signal respect or its absence. Over time, these signals 
shape team culture. 

Trust 

Trust is both relational and task based. Relational trust involves believing that colleagues have good intentions and integrity. Task 
based trust involves confidence in their competence and reliability. 

Trust develops when team members: 

• Follow through on commitments. 

• Admit mistakes. 

• Provide consistent performance. 

• Offer support during challenges. 

• Share information transparently. 

In the peri-operative setting, trust allows for efficient delegation, smoother workflow, and reduced need for defensive behaviour. 
It also increases the likelihood that team members will raise concerns without fear of ridicule or reprisal. 

Communication 

Clear, structured communication is central to peri-operative safety. Standardized tools such as briefings, time-outs, and 
debriefings foster shared mental models. However, technical communication tools alone do not guarantee effective relationships. 
The relational climate in which communication occurs matters deeply. 

Effective communication includes: 

• Clarity and conciseness. 

• Timely information sharing. 

• Closed-loop communication. 

• Non-verbal awareness. 

• Constructive feedback. 

Communication is both a skill and a relational act. When individuals feel valued, they communicate more openly and accurately. 

Shared Purpose 

All peri-operative professionals share a fundamental purpose: safe, high-quality patient care. Reinforcing this shared mission 
helps transcend role boundaries and reduce interpersonal conflict. 

When disagreements arise, reframing discussions around patient safety can realign team members toward common goals rather 
than personal positions. 

Psychological Safety 

Psychological safety, a concept popularized by organizational scholars such as Amy Edmondson, refers to a shared belief that 
the team is safe for interpersonal risk-taking. In psychologically safe teams, members feel comfortable admitting uncertainty, 
asking questions, and speaking up about concerns. 

In the peri-operative workspace, psychological safety directly influences error reporting, escalation of care, and speaking up about 
potential safety issues. It is not the absence of accountability, but rather the presence of mutual respect and openness. 

 

Interdisciplinary Collaboration 

The peri-operative environment demands coordinated teamwork across professions. Interdisciplinary collaboration requires 
understanding not only one’s own role but also the roles, responsibilities, and constraints of others. 

Understanding Professional Roles 
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Misunderstandings about scope of practice can generate conflict. For example, anaesthetic practitioners manage airway and 
hemodynamic stability; scrub nurses ensure sterile field integrity; circulating nurses coordinate logistics; surgeons focus on 
operative technique and decision-making. 

Appreciating these complementary roles reduces territorial behaviour and fosters mutual respect. 

Flattening Hierarchies 

While some hierarchy is necessary for accountability and rapid decision-making, excessive authority gradients can suppress 
valuable input. Research across industries, including aviation, demonstrates that lower-ranking team members often recognize 
hazards before leaders do. 

Adopting inclusive behaviours - such as inviting input during briefings and acknowledging concerns helps moderate hierarchy 
without undermining leadership. 

Conflict Resolution 

Conflict is inevitable in high-stress environments. The key is managing it constructively. Effective conflict resolution involves: 

• Addressing issues early. 

• Focusing on behaviours and systems rather than personalities. 

• Using neutral, fact-based language. 

• Seeking mutually beneficial solutions. 

When managed well, conflict can strengthen relationships and clarify expectations. 

 

Social Aspects Necessary for Having Your Voice Respected 

Ensuring that one’s voice is respected in the peri-operative workspace requires more than technical competence. It involves social 
awareness, credibility, confidence, and strategic communication. The following elements are particularly important. 

Professional Credibility 

Respect begins with demonstrated competence. Colleagues are more likely to listen to individuals who consistently perform their 
duties well. Competence includes: 

• Clinical knowledge. 

• Technical skill. 

• Preparation. 

• Reliability. 

• Calm performance under pressure. 

Developing expertise within one’s scope of practice enhances authority. Continuing professional development and evidence-
based practice further reinforce credibility. 

Confidence and Assertiveness 

Assertiveness is the ability to express concerns clearly and respectfully without aggression. In the operating room, assertive 
communication can prevent harm. 

Strategies include: 

• Using structured communication tools (e.g., “I am concerned…”). 

• Speaking in clear, direct language. 

• Repeating concerns if necessary. 

• Escalating appropriately when patient safety is at risk. 

Confidence grows with experience, mentorship, and positive reinforcement. Practicing assertive communication in simulations 
can enhance skill and reduce anxiety. 
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Emotional Intelligence 

Emotional intelligence involves awareness of one’s own emotions and sensitivity to others. High emotional intelligence enables 
professionals to: 

• Manage stress responses. 

• Interpret non-verbal cues. 

• Adapt communication style to audience. 

• De-escalate tense situations. 

In peri-operative settings, where stress levels are high, emotional regulation is essential. A calm composed demeanour increases 
credibility and influence. 

Relationship Building Outside Crisis Moments 

Respect is not built only during emergencies. Informal interactions; greeting colleagues, expressing appreciation, engaging in 
brief social conversations; lay the groundwork for trust. 

Small social behaviours, such as learning colleagues’ names and acknowledging their expertise, strengthen relational bonds. 
These bonds make it easier to speak up during critical situations because familiarity reduces perceived interpersonal risk. 

Cultural Competence and Inclusivity 

Modern peri-operative teams are diverse. Cultural differences in communication style, power distance, and conflict expression 
can influence interactions. 

Developing cultural competence involves: 

• Avoiding assumptions. 

• Being mindful of bias. 

• Encouraging inclusive participation. 

• Respecting diverse perspectives. 

An inclusive environment enhances psychological safety and ensures that diverse voices contribute to decision-making. 

Strategic Communication Timing 

Timing influences whether a message is received constructively. Raising concerns during non-critical moments, such as pre-
operative briefings, allows for calmer discussion. Addressing systemic issues outside the immediate procedural context prevents 
defensiveness. 

Choosing the right moment demonstrates social awareness and increases the likelihood of being heard. 

Professionalism and Composure 

Maintaining professionalism - even when others do not, protects credibility. Reacting defensively or emotionally may undermine 
one’s message. 

Professionalism includes: 

• Maintaining respectful tone. 

• Avoiding gossip. 

• Handling disagreements privately when appropriate. 

• Documenting concerns appropriately. 

Consistency in professional behaviour builds long-term respect. 

 

Leadership and Role Modelling 
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Positive relationships are influenced by formal and informal leadership. Leaders shape team culture through their behaviour. 

Inclusive Leadership 

Leaders who actively invite input, acknowledge contributions, and respond constructively to concerns foster environments where 
voices are respected. 

Inclusive leaders: 

• Ask open-ended questions. 

• Encourage participation during briefings. 

• Model humility. 

• Admit uncertainty. 

These behaviours signal that speaking up is valued. 

Mentorship and Sponsorship 

Mentorship supports skill development and confidence building. Senior staff who coach junior colleagues on communication 
strategies enhance their ability to assert their voice effectively. 

Sponsorship - actively advocating for colleagues can amplify voices that might otherwise be marginalized. 

 

The Role of Structured Team Practices 

Formal team practices reinforce relational development. 

Briefings and Debriefings 

Pre-operative briefings allow team members to introduce themselves, clarify plans, and anticipate challenges. Debriefings provide 
opportunities for reflection and improvement. 

When conducted respectfully, these practices: 

• Normalize open dialogue. 

• Reduce authority gradients. 

• Strengthen shared mental models. 

• Reinforce mutual accountability. 

Simulation Training 

Simulation enables teams to practice communication under pressure. High-fidelity simulations allow rehearsal of crisis resource 
management principles, including assertiveness and closed-loop communication. 

Simulation builds familiarity across disciplines, enhancing trust. 

 

Addressing Barriers to Positive Relationships 

Several barriers can undermine relational development in peri-operative settings. 

Burnout and Fatigue 

Chronic stress reduces empathy and patience. Addressing workload, promoting rest, and supporting wellbeing are essential for 
sustaining positive interactions. 
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Incivility and Bullying 

Incivility damages psychological safety. Organizations must implement clear policies, reporting mechanisms, and accountability 
structures to address unprofessional behaviour. 

Organizational Culture 

If institutional culture tolerates dismissive behaviour or prioritizes productivity over safety, relationship building becomes more 
challenging. Cultural change requires leadership commitment and systemic interventions. 

 

Practical Strategies for Individuals 

To cultivate positive relationships and ensure one’s voice is respected, peri-operative professionals can: 

1. Invest in competence through continuous learning. 
2. Develop assertive communication skills. 
3. Practice emotional regulation. 
4. Seek mentorship and feedback. 
5. Build rapport through small daily interactions. 
6. Document and escalate concerns appropriately. 
7. Model the respect you wish to receive. 

8. Engage in reflective practice to evaluate communication effectiveness. 

 

Ethical and Patient-Cantered Imperatives 

Developing positive relationships is not solely about workplace harmony. It is an ethical imperative. Patients entrust their lives to 
peri-operative teams. When communication fails due to relational breakdowns, patient safety is compromised. 

A culture that values every voice aligns with professional codes of ethics across disciplines. It ensures that concerns about sterility, 
airway management, bleeding risk, equipment malfunction, or patient positioning are addressed promptly. 

 

Conclusion 

The peri-operative workspace is a high-stakes, high-intensity environment that demands exceptional teamwork. Positive 
relationships form the backbone of safe and effective care. Respect, trust, communication, shared purpose, and psychological 
safety are foundational elements. 

Ensuring that one’s voice is respected requires more than clinical skill. It demands professional credibility, assertiveness, 
emotional intelligence, cultural competence, and strategic communication. Social aspects such as relationship building, inclusive 
behaviours, and professional composure are not peripheral; they are central to influence and leadership. 

By investing in relational competence alongside technical excellence, peri-operative professionals contribute to cultures were 
speaking up is normalized, collaboration is strengthened, and patient safety is enhanced. Ultimately, developing positive 
relationships in the peri-operative workspace is both a professional responsibility and a moral obligation, shaping not only 
individual careers but the quality of care delivered to every patient who enters the operating theatre. 
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