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What do we know 
about incivility and 
its consequences?



Two Faces of Aggression at Work

Workplace bullying Workplace incivility



Bullying

‣ Unwanted 

‣ Often invisible 

‣ Intense 

‣ Persistent 

‣ Power



Incivility

‣ Deviant 

‣ Ambiguous intent 

‣ Low intensity



Examples

Bullying Incivility
Intimidation Ostracism

Yelling Rumours

Persistent criticism Ignored opinions

Threats Demeaned

Excessive teasing/sarcasm Doubted



Does Incivility Matter?

Cost Bullying Incivility

Human ✓ ✓

Organizational ✓ ✓

Spillover ✓ ✓
(Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Hershcovis & Barling, 2010)



Questions to Ponder

1. When does incivility escalate? When is it 
defused? 

2. What can you do as a target? As a witness? 
What should the university do? 

3. How can we encourage constructive 
debate while preserving respectful 
dialogue?



What did we find 
about incivility at 
the University of 

Manitoba?



A Local Perspective

‣ Online survey 
‣ 1500+ University 

of Manitoba 
faculty and staff 

‣ Roughly 2/3 
faculty, 1/3 staff 

‣ Questions about 
incivility at work



Some Caveats
‣ Our data are: 

‣ Cross-sectional  
One point in time; we can’t talk  
about causation 

‣ Self-reported 
Individual, subjective perceptions 

‣ Non-representative sample 
Those who chose to respond could well differ from those 
who didn’t respond. 



Why Incivility?

‣ As Sandy described, these 
minor acts can have major 
consequences 

‣ “Incivility spirals” 
(Andersson & Pearson, 1999)



What Did We Ask?

‣ We asked about general levels of 
experienced and witnessed incivility… 

‣ … and we also asked about a specific, 
recent instance of witnessed incivility



The Good News

‣ Respondents told us the level of incivility 
experienced and witnessed in the prior six 
months was quite low, overall 

‣ 16% had never witnessed incivility against a 
colleague in their current job!



What Reduces Incivility?

‣ Norms and social support from supervisor 
Supervisors have a stronger impact than coworkers 

‣ Policy at the workgroup level  
Policy, training, procedures at the level of the work unit (work 
group) matter more than those factors at the University level 

‣ Quality of direct supervision 
Trust helps; ‘absentee’ supervisors hurt



The Toll on Witnesses
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Who Is Targeted?
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‣ ‘In the shadows’?
Incivility is often used 
against the less 
powerful, in front of 
the less powerful.



Who Targets Whom?
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Do Others Act?
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‣ Incivility often 
occurs in front of 
others, but other 
people are rarely 
seen to act in 
response.



Do You Act?
‣ Incivility often involves ambiguous intent. 

‣ It can be hard to ‘call out’!

“Somewhat”

Confront constructively (e.g., “ask A to stop mistreating B")
Report (e.g., “talk with a supervisor about it”)

Revenge (e.g., “get even with A”)
Ostracism (e.g., “refuse to talk to A”)

Tit-for-Tat (e.g., “treat A the way he/she treated B”)
Support Victim (e.g., “show B that I care”)

Ignore/Downplay (e.g., “just try to forget it”) 
1 2 3 4 5



Who Acts?
Constructive Confronting 
(“I asked A to stop mistreating B”)

Reporting 
(“I talked with a supervisor about it”)

Felt obligation 
Do you feel personally responsible to act?

Influence or authority over the target or perpetrator 
Do you have power (formal or informal) over either party?

General sense of felt power 
Do you generally feel influential, listened to in most situations?  

Policy climate in the group 
Does the group have training, policies?

“Hot” responses to injustice 
Did your ‘blood boil’?



Conclusions:  The Toll of Incivility

‣ Experiencing and witnessing incivility has a 
cost in terms of lowered satisfaction, loyalty, 
and well-being.



Conclusions:  Power Matters

‣ Targets less powerful than perpetrators 

‣ Employees only confront when they have 
power or influence over perpetrator and target.   

‣ Incivility flourishes in power vacuums (when 
managers are “missing in action”)



Conclusions:  Impetus to Act?

‣ Most employees fail to act decisively when they 
see incivility at work.   

‣ Those who do act tend to be those who feel a 
sense of duty and obligation.



Conclusions: Tone

‣ The tone has to be set at the level of the 
workgroup, from managers down.



Your Thoughts
‣ How is incivility escalated or  

defused? 

‣ What can we do about incivility  
in our workplace? 

‣ How can we be more civil while still debating 
issues, disagreeing, and speaking freely?

Join the discussion, moderated by Mark O’Riley and 
Sandra Woloschuk


